
ORIGINAL METHODIST EPISCOPAL STRUCTURE (1784-1939)



1939 MERGER REORGANIZED STRUCTURE (1939-Present)



Brief Timeline* 

*While there have been many splinters and separations in the history of Methodism, this timeline will focus 
only on the key developments pertaining to our current UMC structure. 

1784 Methodist Episcopal Church formed in America 

1830 Concerns over lack of laity representation in the General Conference result in the 
 forming of the The Methodist Protestant Church. 

1844 Concerns of slavery, particularly a Bishop becoming a slave owner, led to the  
 separation of the north and south church - respectively the continuing Methodist  
 Episcopal Church and the Methodist Episcopal Church South.   

1939 After decades of work, the Methodist Episcopal Church, the Methodist Protestant 
 Church, and the Methodist Episcopal Church South reunite, forming the  
 Methodist Church.    The emphasis on lay representation from the Protestant Methodist  
 Church is incorporated, and the conference structure is greatly altered to include new 
 jurisdictional conferences, a segregated Central Conference of African Americans,  
 and the Judicial Council is introduced.   

1968 The Methodist Church merges with the Evangelical United Brethren to form the United 
 Methodist Church.  The segregated Central Conference is dissolved, and African 
 American Churches move to their respective geographical jurisdictional conference.       
 Otherwise the 1939 structure remains intact.   International Conferences continue to use 
 the name “Central Conference” but is based on geography.   

———————————————————- 
Trust Clause 

The Original Trust Clause with John Wesley, it is explicitly required that “those so appointed should preach no 
other doctrine than is contained in Mr. Wesley’s Notes upon the New Testament and four volumes of sermons” 
(Works of John Wesley, vol. 9). 

Current Trust Clause in the BOD:  All properties of United Methodist local churches and other United 
Methodist agencies and institutions are held, in trust, for the benefit of the entire denomination, and ownership 
and usage of church property is subject to the Discipline….  It reflects the connectional structure of the Church 
by ensuring that the property will be used solely for purposes consonant with the mission* of the entire 
denomination as set forth in the Discipline. 

*Mission of the UMC: To Make Disciples of Jesus Christ for the Transformation of the World 



Forecasting GC 2024 Plans 

*It is important to note that the Church’s Constitution (the first part of the Discipline) consists of the church’s 
Doctrine and Governing Structure, and amendments requires 2/3 of GC delegates and 2/3 of all AC delegates to 
change.   Other sections of the Discipline, such as the Social Principles, require a simple majority of only GC 
delegates to change.  These sections would include all references and rules related to human sexuality.   

One outcome is no change to current discipline, current trends and conflict continue  

Protocol of Reconciliation and Grace through Separation 
The 2020 Protocol would allow for formal division at all levels of the UMC, including a new traditionalist 
denomination (now named the Global Methodist Church).  While this legislation still exists for consideration at 
GC 2024, some signatories of the Protocol have withdrawn their support or gone silent, casting significant 
doubt as to its viability.   This notable since the signatories originally pledged to “to use their best efforts to 
persuade any groups or organizations with which they are affiliated to support the legislation necessary to 
implement the Protocol, and to not participate in or support legislation or other efforts that are inconsistent with 
the principles and terms of the Protocol and its implementing legislation.” [Protocol FAQ]  

Continuance of a gracious exit? 
Paragraph 2553 expires December 2023.  The reason for an expiration date is that nothing of this sort has ever 
been allowed in the UMC, given the Trust Clause and connectional nature of the church.  Many believe that a 
similar provision will updated and available for continued use, but this is truly an unknown at this point in time.   

One Church Plan/Big Tent/Local Option 
Alters marriage language to “two people” and removes incompatibility references and standards throughout the 
Book of Discipline.  This would allow churches and pastors to decide their own rules as to marriage, and an 
annual conference would decide ordination standards.  The Big Tent concept then supports a wide range of 
Progressive, Centrist, and Traditionalist view points and standards within the UMC, and brings into compliance 
areas of the UMC currently in non-compliance regarding marriage and ordination standards.   

The Christmas Covenant 
This is a plan to regionalize the UMC with greater contextualization and specific books of Discipline for each 
region.  While there would be some governing principles decided by GC, each region would have greater 
control to as to its interpretive standards and social principles.  The plan changes the name “Central” to 
“Regional” for all international conferences, and uniquely adds that the US would also now be declared a 
Regional Conference. In some ways, the system is similar philosophically to Jurisdictions:   

“The Christmas Covenant legislation ensures that no regional conference can be forced to do anything against 
its will. No regional conference can impose on any other regional conference. Recognizing the sacred value of 
all persons as created in the image of God, the Christmas Covenant encourages regional conferences to consider 
ministry approaches that reflect the theological convictions of the missional contexts they serve.” [Christmas 
Covenant FAQ] 

For example, the US Regional Conference could not impose its social principles on Africa, nor could Africa 
impose its social principles on the US, reducing the role of General Conference in such matters.  As this plan 
requires eventual constitutional  amendments, it is unknown if it will pass.    

Other legislation There will likely be additional possibilities explored at GC 2024.  
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