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The PURPOSE of St. Paul's 
United Methodist Church is 
to invite and welcome all: 

• To worship God 
• To grow as disciples 

of Jesus Christ 
• To love and support 

one another 
• To do justice and serve 

compassionately in the 
world 

“You  will  receive  power when the 
Holy Spirit has come upon you; 
and you will be my witnesses.” 

Acts 1:8a 
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 July 5, 2019 
 
Members & Friends, 
 
The purpose of this letter is to update you on our congregation’s Processing 
Groups for Discernment.  Specifically, what the future of St. Paul’s United 
Methodist Church (UMC) could look like in the wake of the 2019 General 
Conference.  The letter discusses feedback from the initial phase of this process, a 
summary of the challenges we face moving forward, and an outline of the near-term 
actions that Church Council is pursuing based on the desires within the St. Paul’s 
community shared during the discernment meetings.  While this letter summarizes 
what we heard from those attending the processing groups, it may or may not 
reflect the majority view of the congregation.  Only future vote(s) by St. Paul’s 
members can determine a definitive course of action for St. Paul’s in this matter. 
 
The Traditional Plan 
 

At the General Conference of the global UMC in February 2019, delegates voted 
438 to 384 to adopt a “Traditional Plan” regarding church policies on 
homosexuality.  Since 1972, the Book of Discipline has stated that “the practice of 
homosexuality is incompatible with Christian teaching” (¶304.3), “self-avowed 
practicing homosexuals are not to be certified as candidates, ordained as ministers, 
or appointed to serve” in the church (¶304.3) and clergy are prohibited from 
“performing same sex weddings” (¶2702.1.b).  The new legislation adds mandatory 
penalties for UM clergy who would defy the Book of Discipline and creates a 
process for congregations wishing to leave The United Methodist Church.  The 
global church’s Judicial Council ruled in April that these new rules stand, and will go 
into effect January 1, 2020. 
 

These items adopted at General Conference have had a profound impact on many 
in the UMC community including members and friends of St. Paul’s.  Although the 
Traditional Plan essentially perpetuates a long-standing position within the Book of 
Discipline, significant elements of the faith community, along with secular society, 
have moved in the opposite direction toward acceptance and affirmation of 
LGBTQ+ individuals.  This includes many people at St. Paul’s.  Therefore, many 
within our own congregation are questioning their association with the UMC and 
the future of our Kensington church. 
 
Discernment Meetings 
 

Lay leaders and the clergy at St. Paul’s recently launched a discernment process to 
allow all individuals within our congregation an opportunity to express their hopes, 
fears, and desires for St. Paul’s in the aftermath of the General Conference decision.  
All St. Paul’s members were invited to meetings; 180 members and friends attended 
one of 19 meetings held in May and June.  Although not all St. Paul’s members 
attended one of these meetings, everyone was invited through announcements 
during Sunday service, various church communications, and by personal phone 
calls.   
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Those who attended brought with them a broad range of views and ideas to the meetings.  Each of the meeting 
facilitators summarized the feedback from their meeting and provided a report to a church leadership group1 for 
analysis.  The results of their analysis were presented at a special meeting of the St. Paul’s Church Council on June 
17.  At the meeting, Church Council members discussed the input from the discernment meetings and weighed our 
options for moving forward. 
 

The feedback from the discernment discussions showed: 
 

• Most of the groups reported that most or all group participants were against the Traditional Plan that was 
adopted by the global UMC.   

• Most groups reported that participants expressed a desire that St. Paul’s would become a fully inclusive 
congregation and voiced concern about how the Traditional Plan might hinder that goal. 

• Many participants expressed anger and fear that the St. Paul’s they love would change in ways that would 
make it less attractive to new members and cause some current members to leave. 

• Overall, there was a desire to do something immediately to demonstrate St. Paul’s inclusivity and/or to 
express opposition to the Traditional Plan.   

 

The feedback from the groups also expressed considerable support for, or at least acceptance of, disaffiliation from 
the UMC should the Traditional Plan be fully implemented.  However, there is also some pain thinking about losing 
our cherished UMC heritage.  Groups raised many questions about what would be possible for St. Paul’s under the 
disaffiliation rules adopted at General Conference and whether these rules might change.  They also raised questions 
about what options there might be for affiliation other than with the UMC.    
 
Assessment of Options for St. Paul’s 
 

The Church Council’s review of the feedback revealed that many within St. Paul’s have passionate concerns about 
our future.  Even as those in discernment groups called for St. Paul’s to pursue a path of inclusiveness and consider 
disaffiliation, participants’ comments also reflected uncertainty about the perception of the UMC and St. Paul’s by 
those outside the church, potential changes in our membership from any actions taken in response to the 
Traditional Plan and the impact of changes on our clergy.  It is clear that as a congregation we cannot clearly yet 
discern the path that God is calling us to follow.   
 

The calls within St. Paul’s for immediate action represent a particular challenge given that the path ahead lacks 
clarity and the punitive measures that were enacted for disaffiliation.  A review of the new disaffiliation rules 
indicate that, as it stands now, the process is not financially feasible for St. Paul’s – it could cost several million 
dollars.  The measures passed at the General Conference require individual churches that disaffiliate to pay one year 
of apportionments, pay the congregation’s share of unfunded pension liability, and reimburse the UMC for 30% of 
their church’s assessed property value.  Therefore, the St. Paul’s UMC Church Council is not recommending that 
we explore disaffiliation at this time.  However, we do recommend exploring steps that we can take toward 
becoming a more inclusive and welcoming church, even as we wait to see what additional options may become 
available as a result of ongoing dialogue within the UMC globally, nationally and regionally. 
 
A Path Forward 
 

We all must recognize that St. Paul’s is not the only church that cannot feasibly disaffiliate under the current rules.  
There are many other United Methodist churches that face the same struggle of wanting to distance themselves 
from the Traditional Plan, but being unable to do so because of the process that exists.  Consequently, other United 
Methodist churches are also discerning their options in this time of change.  For example, there is a movement to 
implement new rules about church property at the next General Conference in 2020 to make separation from the 
Traditional Plan more feasible.  Other approaches are expected to emerge in the coming months. 

                                                 
1 The leadership group consisted of Reverend Snell, Reverend Mackereth Fulton, Lay Leader Marge Higgins, and Church 
Council President John Seabreeze. 
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Since the options for moving forward are in a state of flux, and disaffiliation under the current rules is not feasible 
for St. Paul’s, the Church Council determined that the best course of action now is to create a plan centered on 
showing that we are a church of inclusiveness.  This will allow time for a more amenable process to take shape that 
distances St. Paul’s from the Traditional Plan.   
 

In this regard, the path we are now pursuing at St. Paul’s includes several parallel efforts: 
 

• Reconciling Church – The Church Council has begun the process of organizing a group of laity to explore 
the process for becoming a reconciling church – one that is part of the Reconciling Ministries Network, and 
fully accepts and affirms LGBTQ+ persons.  The group will gather information to determine how the 
process could unfold at St. Paul’s and will report back to the entire congregation this fall.  We will then hold 
a Special Conference where St. Paul’s members will vote on whether or not to formally proceed down the 
path of becoming a reconciling congregation.  Local examples of reconciling churches include Chevy Chase 
UMC, North Bethesda UMC, and Hughes UMC. 

• Engage with Other Local Churches – A group of laity will be formed to reach out to nearby UMC 
congregations that are also uncertain about the way forward.  The interactions will keep us informed of 
options that may emerge locally to become a more inclusive congregation.  The group will regularly 
communicate findings back to all St. Paul’s members. 

• Monitor Regional/National Movement – A group of laity will be tasked with monitoring the actions of the 
broader UMC community.  The group will report back to the congregation on the ideas being debated 
toward establishing a new framework that will allow churches to separate from the Traditional Plan. 

 

Should you be interested in joining one of these groups, please contact the Church Office. 
 

The actions above will help us to implement changes that demonstrate we are a welcoming community and put us 
in a better position to decide on the future of St. Paul’s.  We recognize that these actions will not satisfy everyone.  
However, the Church Council concluded that moving cautiously yet purposefully at this time is the course of action 
that God is calling us to follow.  We pray that you will look into your heart to determine how your actions can help 
to support St. Paul’s and allow us to move through this time of change. 
 
Yours in Christ, 
 

St. Paul’s United Methodist Church Council 
 

John Seabreeze, Church Council President 
 

Marge Higgins, Lay Leader 
 

Jonathan Derr, Staff-Parish Relations 
 

Grey Emmons, Finance  
 

Steve Warren, Board of Trustees 
 

Vern Schinski, Lay Member 
 

Steve Lillie, United Methodist Men 
 

Ginny Hagberg, United Methodist Women 
 
 

Anne & Phil Rush, Justice & Compassion 
 

Sarah Grace Longsworth, Young Adult 
 

Evan Gaalswyk, Youth Ministries 
 

Rev. Adam Snell, Senior Pastor (Clergy)  
 

Rev. Kate Mackereth Fulton, Associate Pastor 
(Clergy)  
 

Meg Baker, Director of Christian Education (Staff)  
 

Michelle Gregonis, Treasurer (Staff) 
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