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Schedule of Presentations and Discussions 

 

 10:00 Welcome and worship 

  Sarah Slack and Chris Lee 
 

 10:20 Who are we and why are we here? 

  Jonathan Jonas 
 

 10:40 Why should we go forward united? Biblical and theological responses. 

Don Hanshew, Chase Crickenberger, Anna Lee, Adam Love, Sarah Varnell, and Paul Seay 
 

 11:00 Break 
 

 11:05 Why should we go forward united? Practical responses. 

Caleb Frazier, Matt Hall, Whitney Winston, Chris Brown, Natalie Justice, Brad Hyde, and Sam Ward 
 

 12:00 Lunch break 
 

 12:30 Can we go forward united? 

Sharon Bowers, Nathan Malone, Lisa Bryant, Randy Frye, Kim Goddard, Seth O’Kegley-Gibson, Char-

lotte Williams, and Wil Cantrell 
 

 1:35 Break 
 

 1:40 How do we go forward united? 

Palmer Cantler, Gregg Bostick, Clayton Farmer, Stephanie Parrott, Magan Stubblefield, and Charlotte 

Williams 
 

 2:35 Charting the path ahead 

  Jonathan Jonas 
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The Protocol of Reconciliation and Grace through Separation 
 

The Protocol was created by leaders of diverse groups in the UMC gathered by Bishop John Yambasu of 

Sierra Leone and authorized by the Council of Bishops. The team was assisted by nationally known me-

diator Kenneth Feinberg. The Protocol assumes the continuation of The United Methodist Church while 

allowing a pathway for separation. It does not require anyone to vote. Its default position is the existing 

United Methodist Church. 
 

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS 

 Annual Conferences can vote by 57% to depart and join a new denomination. Conferences that 

meet this vote threshold would retain all annual conference assets and liabilities. All churches and 

clergy remain with their annual conference unless clergy choose, or churches vote to remain Unit-

ed Methodist. 

 Local churches can vote to do something different than their annual conference at a Church Con-

ference where all professing members get a vote. The voting threshold is decided by each Church 

Council - either simple majority or 2/3 vote. Churches joining a new Methodist denomination 

can retain property, assets and liabilities. Pension liability would be transferred to the new denom-

ination. 

 Local churches can leave to become independent but must pay pension withdrawal liability and a 

year of apportionments. 

 Clergy continue as members of their annual conference; however, they are able, by their own 

choice, to do something different than their annual conference. Clergy retain their pensions. 

 New traditional Methodist Denominations share in a $25 million fund created to help the new 

denominations start well. New progressive Methodist Denominations share in a $2 million fund. 

 A $39 million fund is established for historically marginalized groups in the UMC in the United 

States as well as Africa University to be utilized over the next 8 years. 

 Current Protocol legislation does not change The United Methodist Church's teaching or stance 

on marriage and sexuality. This could change in the future. Any change would likely be precipi-

tated by the creation of a U.S. regional conference. There are multiple proposals to create a re-

gional church structure coming before the General Conference. 

 The Protocol was endorsed by most major caucus groups, various delegations, bishops and cen-

tral conferences at the time of its release. 
 

POTENTIAL IMPACT OF POSTPONED GENERAL CONFERENCE INCLUDES (BUT IS NOT LIMITED TO): 

 Nearly 45% of delegates to a General Conference come from Africa, the Philippines and Europe. 

Their ability to travel is affected by COVID rates, immunization availability and the ability to re-

ceive a visa to enter the United States from countries where embassies have been closed during 

the pandemic. 

 Original dates in the legislation will need to be amended. A review of financial details will also 

need to take place. 

 The continued level of support for the Protocol among the various groups and constituencies is 

unknown. 
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The Christmas Covenant 

Conceived and promoted by leaders from Central Conferences, the Christmas Covenant "envisions a 

Church that connects globally, engages in mission together, respects contextual ministry settings, cele-

brates the diversity of God's creation in its many beautiful expressions, and values mutually empowering 

relationships in order to strengthen our core mission of evangelism, discipleship, and social witness for 

the transformation of the world." 
 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES 

To celebrate equity and mutuality, the Christmas Covenant draws from principles cherished by United 

Methodists from different regions of our global connection: 

 We are children of God -  To consider one another siblings of equal stature and rights is a key hu-

man value upheld by our Christian faith. "There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer 

slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus." (Galatians 

3:28) 

 Ubuntu - an African concept that embodies a way of life where humanity is based on the under-

standing of interdependence and community life. 

 Bayanihan - a cherished ancient Filipino concept of community spirit and cooperation to achieve 

communal goals. 

 

VALUES 

Holding in gracious tension the differences between regions and bearing with one another in love, the 

Christmas Covenant lifts up these values that are its key components: 

 Connectional relationships rooted in mission. 

 Understanding diverse contextual ministry settings. 

 Legislative equity for regional conferences of the church. 
 

LEGISLATION 

The Christmas Covenant was conceived during the Christmas season of 2019 and is a direct response by 

some Central Conference leaders to the impact of the 2019 General Conference. The Covenant is a rally-

ing point for a renewed, vital, and mission-focused UMC around the world. Its aim is to deliver us from 

decades of acrimonious debate on our differences by giving us gracious space to be effective in proclaim-

ing the Gospel in our respective ministry contexts and to enrich respectful global connectional relation-

ships. It has been endorsed by the Connectional Table, United Methodist Women, major caucus groups, 

several Annual Conferences, and two episcopal areas of the Philippines Central Conference. 

The Christmas Covenant proposes constitutional amendments and enabling legislation to: 

 Transform Central Conferences to Regional Conferences. 

 Create one United States Regional Conference (as proposed by the Connectional Table and sup-

ported by Central Conference bishops). 

 Strengthen the ability of Regional Conferences to adapt the Book of Discipline to meet the contextu-

al missional needs of each region without forcing regional policies on other regions. 
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¶ 2553. Disaffiliation of a Local Church Over Issues Related to Human Sexuality— 

1. Basis-- Because of the current deep conflict within The United Methodist Church around issues of hu-

man sexuality, a local church shall have a limited right, under the provisions of this paragraph, to disaffil-

iate from the denomination for reasons of conscience regarding a change in the requirements and provi-

sions of the Book of Discipline related to the practice of homosexuality or the ordination or marriage of 

selfavowed practicing homosexuals as resolved and adopted by the 2019 General Conference, or the ac-

tions or inactions of its annual conference related to these issues which follow. 

2. Time Limits--The choice by a local church to disaffiliate with The United Methodist Church under this 

paragraph shall be made in sufficient time for the process for exiting the denomination to be complete 

prior to December 31, 2023. The provisions of ¶ 2553 expire on December 31, 2023 and shall not be used 

after that date. 

3. Decision Making Process--The church conference shall be conducted in accordance with ¶ 248 and shall 

be held within one hundred twenty (120) days after the district superintendent calls for the church confer-

ence. In addition to the provisions of ¶ 246.8, special attention shall be made to give broad notice to the 

full professing membership of the local church regarding the time and place of a church conference called 

for this purpose and to use all means necessary, including electronic communication where possible, to 

communicate. The decision to disaffiliate from The United Methodist Church must be approved by a two

-thirds (2/3) majority vote of the professing members of the local church present at the church confer-

ence. 

4. Process Following Decision to Disaffiliate from The United Methodist Church--If the church conference votes 

to disaffiliate from The United Methodist Church, the terms and conditions for that disaffiliation shall be 

established by the board of trustees of the applicable annual conference, with the advice of the cabinet, 

the annual conference treasurer, the annual conference benefits officer, the director of connectional min-

istries, and the annual conference chancellor. The terms and conditions, including the effective date of 

disaffiliation, shall be memorialized in a binding Disaffiliation Agreement between the annual conference 

and the trustees of the local church, acting on behalf of the members. That agreement must be consistent 

with the following provisions: 

a) Standard Terms of the Disaffiliation Agreement. The General Council on Finance and Administration 

shall develop a standard form for Disaffiliation Agreements under this paragraph to protect The Unit-

ed Methodist Church as set forth in ¶ 807.9. The agreement shall include a recognition of the validity 

and applicability of ¶ 2501, notwithstanding the release of property therefrom. Annual conferences 

may develop additional standard terms that are not inconsistent with the standard form of this para-

graph. 

b) Apportionments. The local church shall pay any unpaid apportionments for the 12 months prior to dis-

affiliation, as well as an additional 12 months of apportionments. 

c) Property. A disaffiliating local church shall have the right to retain its real and personal, tangible and 

intangible property. All transfers of property shall be made prior to disaffiliation. All costs for transfer 

of title or other legal work shall be borne by the disaffiliating local church. 

d) Pension Liabilities. The local church shall contribute withdrawal liability in an amount equal to its pro 

rata share of any aggregate unfunded pension obligations to the annual conference. The General 

Board of Pension and Health Benefits shall determine the aggregate funding obligations of the annual 
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conference using market factors similar to a commercial annuity provider, from which the annual 

conference will determine the local church’s share. 

e) Other Liabilities. The local church shall satisfy all other debts, loans, and liabilities, or assign and trans-

fer them to its new entity, prior to disaffiliation. 

f) Payment Terms. Payment shall occur prior to the effective date of departure. 

g) Disaffiliating Churches Continuing as Plan Sponsors of the General Board of Pension and Health Benefits Plans. 

The United Methodist Church believes that a local church disaffiliating under ¶ 2553 shall continue to 

share common religious bonds and convictions with The United Methodist Church based on shared 

Wesleyan theology and tradition and Methodist roots, unless the local church expressly resolves to 

the contrary. As such, a local church disaffiliating under ¶ 2553 shall continue to be eligible to spon-

sor voluntary employee benefit plans through the General Board of Pension and Health Benefits un-

der ¶ 1504.2, subject to the applicable terms and conditions of the plans. 

h) Once the disaffiliating local church has reimbursed the applicable annual conference for all funds due 

under the agreement, and provided that there are no other outstanding liabilities or claims against 

The United Methodist Church as a result of the disaffiliation, in consideration of the provisions of 

this paragraph, the applicable annual conference shall release any claims that it may have under ¶ 

2501 and other paragraphs of The Book of Discipline of The United Methodist Church commonly referred 

to as the trust clause, or under the agreement. 
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Church court clarifies disaffiliation rules 

By Heather Hahn 

Feb. 9, 2022 | UM News 
 

The United Methodist Church’s top court released six decisions Feb. 9 related to a new provision govern-

ing how congregations can leave the denomination with property. 

All six rulings from the United Methodist Judicial Council stem from questions of law raised about the 

Book of Discipline’s new Paragraph 2553 — approved by the 2019 Special General Conference in St. Louis. 

Passed during the same legislative assembly that strengthened church bans against same-sex weddings 

and “self-avowed practicing” gay clergy, the church law allows congregations to exit with property for 

“reasons of conscience” related to homosexuality if they meet certain requirements. 

The disaffiliation plan offers a limited way to release congregations from The United Methodist Church’s 

centuries-old trust clause, which states that church property is held in trust for the benefit of the entire de-

nomination. The provision permits such disaffiliations through Dec. 31, 2023. 

In 2019, the Judicial Council upheld Paragraph 2553 as in line with the denomination’s constitution. In 

that ruling, the church court also spelled out that any disaffiliation must include: 

 Approval for disaffiliation by at least a two-thirds majority of a church’s professing members pre-

sent at the vote. 

 Establishment of terms and conditions between the exiting local church and the conference board 

of trustees. 

 Ratification of a church’s disaffiliation by a simple majority at annual conference. 

Already more than 130 U.S. congregations have used Paragraph 2553 to part ways with the denomina-

tion. However, that is a small fraction of the more than 31,000 United Methodist churches in the U.S. 

The provision also continues to spark questions of law at annual conference sessions. The Discipline — 

the denomination’s policy book — requires bishops to respond to questions of law raised during the ses-

sions at which they preside and that any bishop’s decision of law go before the Judicial Council for re-

view. 

The new Judicial Council rulings cover decisions of law that bishops made during the 2020 and 2021 an-

nual conference seasons. 

One question before the court was whether annual conference members can amend a congregation’s dis-

affiliation agreement when it comes to the floor for a vote. 

In Decision 1420, the Judicial Council affirmed the decision of law by North Georgia Conference Bishop 

Sue Haupert-Johnson that an annual conference’s authority is limited to a simple yes or no vote. 

The church court notes that under the Discipline, a local church “cannot sever its connectional relation-

ship to The United Methodist Church without the consent of the annual conference.” The Judicial Coun-

cil has construed this provision to mean that the annual conference must ratify any disaffiliation agree-

ment. 

“Consequently, ratification in this context denotes the retroactive approval by a vote up or down by the 

members of an annual conference but does not include the right to amend the disaffiliation agreement,” 

the church court ruled. 
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In Decision 1422, the Judicial Council affirmed another decision by Haupert-Johnson. During annual 

conference, a lay member asked the bishop whether a church that identifies itself as traditional could use 

Paragraph 2553. In this context, “traditional” means a church that supports the denominational re-

strictions around homosexuality. 

Haupert-Johnson said she found no ruling of law was required “because the North Georgia Annual Con-

ference Board of Trustees has indicated that it will not question ‘the reasons of conscience’ behind a 

church’s decision to disaffiliate.” 

The North Georgia Conference and its largest-member church, Mt. Bethel, are engaged in a civil lawsuit 

and countersuit in county court over church property. Mt. Bethel has invoked Paragraph 2553 in making 

its case. 

However, the United Methodist Judicial Council made no mention of that court case, and explicitly said 

it was focusing on the questions of law submitted to it. 

In Decision 1421, the Judicial Council addressed two questions: Whether the sale of property can be 

completed before the conference votes and whether the conference board of trustees can enter into a non-

disclosure agreement with a departing church. 

The church court said the Alabama-West Florida Conference Board of Trustees acted unlawfully by clos-

ing sale on the property of a church before the annual conference voters ratified the disaffiliation agree-

ment. 

“The execution, delivery, and filing for record of any deed to property cannot be accomplished prior to 

such ratification,” the Judicial Council ruled. 

However, the church court also said that the board of trustees can enter into a nondisclosure agreement 

as part of a negotiated settlement, where permitted by local laws. The ruling reversed in part and modi-

fied in part a decision by Bishop David Graves. 

Judicial Council member Beth Capen wrote a separate opinion, concurring in part and dissenting in part 

with the ruling. She agreed that the annual conference should vote on any disaffiliation settlement before 

property changes hands. Specifically, she said it was improper that the conference board executed the 

quitclaim deed and release of trust clause months ahead of the annual conference vote. 

But she disagreed with the use of a nondisclosure agreement. “The Annual Conference must have access 

to all information concerning a congregation’s proposed disaffiliation,” she wrote. 

Judicial Council member Warren Plowden, chancellor for the South Georgia Conference, recused him-

self from deliberating on the decision related to the Alabama-West Florida Conference because the two 

conferences now share a bishop.  

In Decision 1423, the Judicial Council affirmed a decision by New England Conference Bishop Sudar-

shana Devadhar that United Methodist clergy members in good standing can make a motion for a 

church’s disaffiliation. 

“Clergy members have the right to vote on disaffiliation resolutions that come before an annual confer-

ence,” the Judicial Council ruled. “This voting right includes the right to make a motion to approve such 

resolutions.” 

The Judicial Council also agreed with Devadhar that one of the questions he faced was parliamentary in 

nature and outside the Judicial Council’s jurisdiction. 
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In two decisions, the Judicial Council dealt with what terms an annual conference can set for any disaffil-

iation agreement within its boundaries. Paragraph 2553 says annual conferences “may develop addition-

al standard terms that are not inconsistent with the standard form of this paragraph.” 

In Decision 1424, the church court affirmed Arkansas Conference Bishop Gary Mueller’s decision that 

“the requirement that Arkansas Annual Conference Board of Trustees seek ‘repayment of district, annual 

conference or general church grants made in the past 10 years, excluding benevolent grants’ does not in-

validly negate, ignore or violate church law.” 

In Decision 1425, the Judicial Council also affirmed Devadhar’s decision that the New England Confer-

ence can require churches considering disaffiliation to go through at least an eight-month discernment 

process, seek assessments of the impact of the departure and hold at least four listening sessions with 

members. 

The Judicial Council’s ruling said the disaffiliation process established by General Conference constitutes 

minimum standards, “which do not preclude additional procedures and standard terms created by annual 

conferences, provided that the latter do not negate or violate the former.” 

 

 

¶ 2548. Deeding Church Property to Federated Churches or Other Evangelical Denominations— 

1. With the consent of the presiding bishop and of a majority of the district superintendents and of the 

district board of church location and building and at the request of the charge conference or of a meet-

ing of the membership of the church, where required by local law, and in accordance with the said 

law, the annual conference may instruct and direct the board of trustees of a local church to deed 

church property to a federated church. 

2. With the consent of the presiding bishop and of a majority of the district superintendents and of the 

district board of church location and building and at the request of the charge conference or of a meet-

ing of the membership of the local church, where required by local law, and in accordance with said 

law, the annual conference may instruct and direct the board of trustees of a local church to deed 

church property to one of the other denominations represented in the Pan-Methodist Commission or 

to another evangelical denomination under an allocation, exchange of property, or comity agreement, 

provided that such agreement shall have been committed to writing and signed and approved by the 

duly qualified and authorized representatives of both parties concerned. 

 

 

Online Resources: 

The Protocol    www.gracethroughseparation.com 

The Christmas Covenant  www.christmascovenant.com 

United Methodist News  www.umnews.org 

 


