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First United Methodist Church Shreveport 
Commitment to be ready: September 30, 2022  

(Presented: 9/27)  
Gilliam and Associate, LLC 

Dr. W. Craig Gilliam and Betty Johnson 
 
Introduction 
Through the recommendation of the Church Council of FUMC Shreveport, a Discernment Task 
Force (DTF) was formed to assist the congregation in discerning its best path forward regarding 
affiliation and disaffiliation with the United Methodist Church. Dr. Steven Bell, the pastor of 
FUMC Shreveport, Louisiana, met with Dr. Gilliam and requested that he meet with the 
Discernment Task Force to discuss the process and what G&A could offer. After presenting the 
information and Q&A, the DTF engaged G&A to conduct Listening and Learning Circles 
(referenced as Conversation Circles for FUMC), one component of G&A’s process, followed by 
written feedback to be given by G&A to the DTF. The original agreed-upon date for the 
feedback was September 30, 2022. 
 
G&A’s work is to assist those on the DTF to gather information, hear the temperature of 
the congregation, provide a space for people to offer their voices, develop a better 
understanding of congregation and self, bring clarity to an anxious situation, and help 
the congregation in drawing upon its imaginative capacities and God to make decisions 
that enhance the well-being of the congregation for its future ministry. The central 
question of discernment/decision-making is whether FUMC chooses to remain affiliated 
or disaffiliate from the UMC.  
 
Before engaging G&A, the DTF had already worked diligently assembling and 
disseminating information and developing an overall design for the discernment 
process. The information provided introduced the congregation to the choices before 
them and how the congregation and UMC came to the current situation where such 
action may be indicated. As the work continues, the DTF's questions are—What do 
people know? What do people need to know to make a prayerful, responsible decision? 
Is the congregation ready to proceed with a vote regarding affiliation or disaffiliation?  
 
G&A faciliatated fifteen Conversation Circles at FUMC. In the Circles, G&A guided 
participants through a series of questions that fostered listening and learning from one 
another. Congregation members were invited to participate in one circle with sign-up 
available through the church website. The circles allowed for further education and 
another space for people to offer their voice.This feedback summarizes recurring 
themes and observations, and assists the DTF in discerning a clearer sense of where 
the congregation is regarding this decision.  
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The agreement for G&A was signed by FUMC Leadership in August/September 2022 
(9/1; 8/31; 9/1; 8/30/2022).  
 
The members of the FUMC Shreveport Discernment Task Force 
Ross Barrett    Gale Bridges    
Greg Lott    Connie Pierson   
Greg Watkins    Lowery Reiland    
Don Olson    Rachel Morgan  
John Griffin   Allison Montgomery  
Aaron Storer   Anne Wilson 
Rev. Dr. Steven Bell (Ex Officio) 
 
Guiding Principles for Conversation Circles 

1) Pray for your pastor, leadership, one another and your congregation daily 
2) Breathe and stay calm 
3) Help people feel affirmed, heard, valued, and cared for 
4) Focus on issues, not personalities 
5) Be curious and compassionate 
6) Make “I” statements (do not speak for a “lot of people”), and do so without belittling 

people who stand at a different place. 
7) Be open to God, whose middle name is Surprise! 

 
Questions this process engages 

● What word, phrase, or sentence describes FUMC at its best when living into God’s 
mission, vision, and values?  

● With your current discernment whether to stay affiliated or to disaffiliate from the UMC, 
what do you need to know or what question do you need answered to help you discern 
the best choice for the congregation?  

● What is one positive and one negative reason for staying affiliated with the UMC? What 
is one positive and one negative reason for disaffiliation from the UMC?   

● At this point, what do you feel or intuit is the best decision for FUMC? In your heart and 
soul, where are you leaning (This is not a vote, but an invitation to do a self-check.)? 

● What are your hopes or prayers for this faith community as it discerns the current 
choice(s) and God’s call for its future?  

● Is there anything else that you have not said that would be helpful to the conversation of 
discernment for FUMC? 
 

Data Overview 
Total of 15 Conversation Circles 
Total number of participants in circles: 186    
Unique Individuals: 159  
 
 
 



 
 

3 

What G&A heard 
Self identity 
When asked to describe First United Methodist Church at its best, frequently used terms 
included family, loving and caring, Christ-centered.  A large part of the church identity is tied to 
its’ physical location in downtown Shreveport, where it has chosen to remain through years of 
transition and change. Seen as an anchor of the downtown area, the church stands as a beacon 
of faith, commitment and stability. Referencing the church’s support and comfort during times of 
deep loss, walking alongside, showing up during times of illness and need, were examples 
given of who the church is to its members.  Small groups, bible studies and Sunday school 
classes all serve to support and attend to the spiritual growth of individuals. Missions and 
ministry are active components of the church identity, extending into the local area and around 
the world. FInancial support of these ministries is of paramount importance to a section of the 
membership. Being the hands and feet of Christ through preaching and teaching, bringing 
others to know and experience God’s love, fostering and developing spiritual growth from 
infants through adulthood were all given as explanations of who FUMC  is at its best. Being 
open and accepting, loving individuals regardless of where they stand, a diverse, and 
welcoming congregation, with reference to the theme of open hearts, minds and doors was 
included in the self description.  
 
The discernment process 
The work of the Discernment Task Force was consistently praised and thanks expressed for the 
work done and which continues.  A large-scale effort has been made to reach congregation 
members using various forms of communication, including church wide information meetings, 
website resources, small group discussions, the invitation for questions to be submitted directly 
to the team, and one-on-one conversations with members and church staff.   
 
Reaching such a large group of people with a vast amount of information and opinions is a 
monumental task, especially given that resources of questionable validity and extremes are also 
in the mix, along with human emotions and high anxiety. The question of bias, and if those in 
support of remaining in the UMC were given equal opportunity to address the issues and state 
opinions, was raised. As the process moves forward, continued transparency and invitation to 
those who stand in this position would be helpful. Clarification of the process, a clear, consistent 
map of how the church will move forward, is a critical component. Questions were raised during 
the conversation circles indicating that some did not have a clear understanding of the process 
at this time.  
 
Biblical authority 
Both staff and congregants expressed a heavy commitment to, and reliance on, scripture; the 
teaching of the bible has been an integral part of FUMC’s heritage, dating back through 
previous senior pastors and continuing with the current ministry staff.  Positions stated included 
that the bible is held as divinely inspired, God’s word, and the basis on which the church will 
continue its witness. Another theme heard was that the bible must be held over and against 
culture. Some recurring descriptive words used for the bible were God-breathed, inerrant, every 
word is true. Around these same biblical/theological comments, a common statement repeated 
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was “Jesus is THE way, not A way.” A recurring concern expressed was that the UMC is moving 
toward “Jesus as A way.” 
 
A specific issue brought forward in some circles was same sex marriages and the ordination of 
homosexuals.  In the context of the conversations about human sexuality, it was repeatedly 
noted that “sin is sin” and it is not the role of people to place judgment upon one another. Yet, 
the conversations reiterated that these practices were seen as beyond the acceptable limits of 
biblical teaching. 
 
Of note, there were voices that held to a more broad interpretation and translation of scripture 
and theology; and the challenge of “why this one sin is bigger than others?” The opinion stated 
in some circles was that one strength of the United Methodist is that it allows individuals to have 
alternative views and interpretation of scripture and theology.  
 
Leadership within the UMC denomination 
Frustration and a lack of trust with the current leadership of the UMC, both at the annual 
conference and national level, was expressed.  Inconsistency in enforcement of the Book of 
DIscipline among US Bishops, the wide scope of education and training at Methodist funded 
seminaries, and the lack of decision making and guidance from the last General Conferences 
were all pointed to as serious and detrimental to the denomination.  Anticipated changes to the 
BOD that may occur at the 2024 General Conference, taking a more open and liberal position in 
regards to human sexuality, has created a sense of fear and concern for some at FUMC. A 
dominant opinion in the circles was that such changes, if made, would be inconsistent with who 
FUMC is and how they are in ministry.  
 
The uncertainty of these changes was noted by those who feel it is premature to be voting to 
leave the denomination. The question of why FUMC was proceeding with possible disaffiliation 
while many other local UM churches  are not, was raised. To exit the denomination because of 
these changes was noted to be counter to the open, loving spirit and diversity that FUMC has 
always practiced.  
 
Control and management of assets 
Paragraph 2553 allows churches the opportunity to exit the United Methodist denomination with 
assets intact.  This is a large driver of the timeline for the discernment and proposed vote 
regarding the church’s future.  It is unclear if this will be extended beyond the deadline set, and 
the conference has given no indication that this will be made available. The church’s physical 
plant is currently held by the Louisiana Conference. Could a later decision to exit the 
denomination jeopardize ownership, possibly leaving the congregation without a physical church 
was a concern expressed in the circles.  Many of the structures on the campus were 
constructed with endowments and funding campaigns that have resulted in FUMC being debt 
free.  WIth separation from the denomination it was noted that the church would control the 
funding of ministries and missions, determining where support would be directed. The large 
outreach that exists at FUMC both locally and globally is a part of the connectional system of 
the UMC; concerns were expressed as to how this would be impacted. Would the church 
continue to support and work with these missions, or would it be necessary to disassociate?  



 
 

5 

Along with this concern was one of how disaffiliation would impact the current staff of FUMC 
who work at the local and global level in missions and the entirety of the appointment system.  A 
recurring theme was the desire for clarification of the financial future, both remaining and 
disaffiliating, and would be extremely helpful in addressing concerns. 
 
An uncertain future 
The act of voting, regardless of outcome, will have an impact on the membership of FUMC.  
There will be individuals who do not feel they can remain in the church if it is no longer United 
Methodist.There are also individuals who will not remain should the church not vote, or if the 
vote does not support leaving the denomination. The process will require the congregation to 
choose, and with change comes grief and loss. This was the most consistently expressed 
concern, the loss of individuals and families that have been part of the church for years, some 
for multiple generations. Along with this concern was also an element of hope; the discernment 
process has required the church members individually and collectively, to examine their beliefs 
and practices, and take a position based upon those beliefs and clarify who they are. WIth the 
process, as one individual stated, perhaps the church can “focus not on what we are letting go 
of, but what we are leaning into”. A possibility of revival within the church that would spread 
through the city and beyond is a hope that was expressed. To clearly declare who FUMC is, 
what their core beliefs are, and how they will minister to and with individuals and families to 
advance the kingdom of God was held as the positive outcome of a painful and difficult process.   
 
The number of individuals participating in the Conversation Circles approached 27% of the 
regular worshiping membership. This percentage is a representative sample; however, caution 
is always warranted. There was a sense that the prevailing opinion was to move forward with a 
vote. While the leaning of the majority in the circles was in the direction of disaffiliation, the 
question remains, were the circles an accurate representation of the overall congregation, and 
how will people who were not part of the circles vote?   
 
G&A’s observation is that many people have complex, strong feelings on this multifaceted 
decision. While the DTF has worked diligently to educate the congregation on issues identified, 
the parishioners’ knowledge of, emotional connections to, and investment in the choices are 
manifold and complex. This adds to the difficulty and challenge, also heightens the risk for us 
versus them categories and division. 
 
Questions that were raised   

1. What is the impact on the staff with disaffiliation? Will the current staff stay, or have to 
leave if the church is no longer UMC?  How will future ministers be selected if not a part 
of the UMC? How does this decision affect ordained clergy' credentials? 

2. What will happen with the columbarium if the church is no longer UMC? 
3. WIll there be an opportunity after the 2024 General Conference to exit?   
4. How will the integrity of the voting process be ensured? What are the specific guidelines 

for voting eligibility? How will voting be publicized to ensure everyone is aware of the 
process? 

5. How important is the word “United” to the church as Methodists? 
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6. If the vote is to disaffiliate, how does the church deal with the possible public image of 
being an unwelcoming church, not open to diverse lifestyles and opinions? 

7. If disaffiliated, will the church become a part of another denomination or establish itself 
as independent? 

8. What is the map for making the transition or staying affiliated? Is there a clear, 
consistent plan to move through the process, and if so, how can it be effectively 
communicated? 

9. What is the financial impact of remaining affiliated or disaffiliation? Is this a “winner take 
all” scenario, or will some assets be divided in the event of disaffiliation? 

10. Are there other significant questions that you heard to be added to this list and 
considered by the DTF, Church Council and congregation?. . . 

 
Scenarios for FUMC Shreveport 
You vote now– 
Pro–Clarifies the church’s core identity and values, thus, it can begin moving forward 
Con–Making decisions off of what might be rather than what you know and facts 
        Some leave FUMC Shreveport 
 
You wait to vote– 
Pro–You have more accurate information of the direction of the UMC 
Con–The risk of financial impact and drain on other resources if you wait 
         Some leave FUMC Shreveport 
 
You do not vote– 
Pro–You do not have the win-lose scenario played out as a result of a vote on the floor 
Con–After this work of discernment, the church risks not honoring its commitment to members 
         who participated with the expectation of a vote 
         Some leave FUMC Shreveport 
 
The point of this Scenario section is to clarify that any choice will have both positive and 
negative consequences, whether intended or not. The long-range implications are to be taken 
seriously, whichever path the church discerns God is calling the community to travel. 
 
G&A’s experience says that with this kind of significant binary decision on affiliation or 
disaffiliation, some people will leave, loss will occur. As a faith community, you might not stop 
some from leaving, but you can have a voice in the number of those who exit. In conflict, the 
most important step is not to defend your position but to offer a grace-filled attitude. It is to 
authentically reinforce your relationships and show you care for your brothers and sisters in 
Christ, even when you stand at different places.  
 
Questions for ministry consideration  

● How do you care for and offer ministry, assurance, pastoral-care, and understanding to 
those who might be living in fear and anxiety, e.g., the homebound, elderly, and others? 
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● Ministry staff–How do you express appreciation, support, and care for the wellbeing of 
your pastors and staff? This process creates enormous stress and anxiety for your staff, 
and especially for your Senior Minister, which can lead to burn-out and health issues.  

● How do you offer healing and opportunities of reconciliation for the congregation as a 
whole and between individual members? To whom in the congregation do you need to 
apologize, ask for forgiveness, or reconnect (Matthew 5:23-24; 18:15-18)? 

● How do you make this decision on affiliation-disaffiliation in a way that minimizes harm, 
division, and your witness as a faith community in the Shreveport area?  
 

Conclusion 
Your current issue of discernment and decision-making is not easy, and there are many moving 
parts. Also, the knowledge is incomplete, which makes it harder to make a responsible decision. 
 
One challenge is not to focus on a zero-sum game that creates winners and losers, does harm, 
and ignites reactive, destructive behaviors. What is right for the church, not simply what is a 
person’s individual preference. Listening to the congregation’s voice, through prayer, spiritual 
practices, and careful discernment, where is God calling FUMC?  
 

Reflections 
 

“Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with mutual 
affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit, serve the 

Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the 
saints; extend hospitality to strangers. Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse 
them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one 

another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly, do not claim to be wiser than you are. 
Do not repay evil for evil but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. If possible, so far 

as it depends on you, live peaceably with all.” 
~~Romans 12:9-18 

 
Do no harm. Do good. Stay in love with God. 

~~Three Simple Rules, Rueben Job 
 
 
 

 
 


