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STUDY AND FACILITATION REPORT 
ON 

INDEPENDENT METHODIST CHURCH/NETWORK OPTION 
 
 

I. Introduction and History 
 
 If our members choose to disaffiliate from the United Methodist Church 
(UMC), one of the options for the future of our congregational family is to become an 
autonomous, self-governed, independent Methodist church.  This could be done with 
our church standing alone or as a member of a network or fellowship of other 
independent Methodist churches. 
 For example, in 1965 some Methodist churches withdrew from the mainline 
Methodist denomination and founded a fellowship of independent Methodist 
congregations aligned with the traditional Wesleyan-Methodist heritage.  Named 
the Association of Independent Methodists (“AIM”), this fellowship as of 2019 had 
40 independent churches located in eight primarily southeastern states, including 
five churches in Alabama. Our best estimate is that all but a few of these 
independent churches are relatively small, having less than 200 members.  AIM’s 
website states that it is committed to being “a vibrant association of self-governing 
churches that live by the authority of Holy Scripture, identify with the spiritual 
heritage of the Methodist/Wesleyan tradition so that we can strengthen one 
another’s local ministry and support and create missional opportunities that can 
bring people to saving faith, grow holy disciples of Jesus Christ and transform 
communities with the values of the Kingdom of God.”  AIM is not a religious 
denomination.  Rather, it is a fellowship or network intended to provide support 
services, programs and consultation to the independent churches who affiliate with 
it.  AIM’s affairs are governed by a president and board of directors; so, it is in 
essence a non-profit corporation. 
 More recently, several larger United Methodist Churches, which have 
disaffiliated or are in the disaffiliation pipeline, have announced their intentions to 
become independent, autonomous churches connected through a nationwide 
network called The Foundry.  Churches that are mentioned as being connected with 
this network are The Orchard headquartered in Tupelo, MS, Christ Church in 
Fairview Heights, IL, Granger Community Church in Granger, IN, The Story 
Church in Houston, TX, and Mt. Bethel Church in Marietta, GA.  Two north 
Alabama United Methodist churches, Asbury Church with campuses in Madison, 
Huntsville and Harvest and Cove Church with ministries in Hampton Cove and 
Owens Cross Roads, are working toward become affiliated with the Foundry 
network.  One of the pastors at Asbury met with us and explained that the churches 
in this proposed network are each expected to have the regular attendance of at 
least 1,000 members at their Sunday worship services. Those large churches could 
then sponsor smaller “feeder” churches for inclusion in The Foundry network.  
Unlike AIM, which has a relatively detailed website, The Foundry has not launched 
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a website or published information that provides specific details about how to 
become a member of the network, its missional statement or its doctrinal standards. 
II. Doctrine and Polity 

A. Doctrinal Distinctives. 
 AIM has placed its Articles of Faith and Doctrine on its website.  Each 
congregation that wishes to join the AIM network and remain in that network must 
agree to accept and abide by these Articles.  Distinctions between the AIM doctrine 
and existing UMC doctrine as expressed in its Book of Discipline include the 
following:  the doctrine of AIM-affiliated independent churches provides that neither 
the law given from God to Moses, nor the civil precepts arising from those laws, 
which address ceremonies and rites, are binding on Christians.  But AIM affiliates 
do believe that no Christian is free from obedience to commandments that govern 
morals.  They do not recognize confirmation as a sacrament because it was not 
ordained by God.  The AIM Articles of Faith declare that marriage is the union 
before God of one natural born man and one natural born woman as husband and 
wife.  The terms “natural born” appear to be significant, as they suggest that certain 
LGBTQ+ persons who have undergone gender changes would not be entitled to 
membership or be entitled to be married or be entitled to ordination as clergy in the 
AIM-affiliated churches. 
 The Foundry network is still being organized and has not published doctrinal 
standards that are different or distinct from UMC doctrine.  The Foundry proposes 
to provide a connection point for best practices, conferencing, theological alignment 
and joint mission efforts.  Those churches that are proposing to become affiliated 
with The Foundry will continue to follow the faith and practices developed in the 
Wesleyan and Methodist traditions, the UMC 2016 Book of Discipline and core 
statements of faith such as the Apostles Creed, Nicene Creed and Wesley’s 52 
Standard Sermons during the period of transition until new or different doctrinal 
principles are adopted by the network or individual churches. 
 B. Structure 
 Each church that elects to be independent will determine and create its own 
governing documents, foundational doctrinal standards, structure, organization, 
rules and committees, boards and leadership.  No other church, network or 
fellowship will have any control over the governance of an independent church 
unless the church has agreed to accept and abide by certain principles of faith and 
doctrinal standards as a condition of membership in the network.   
 No independent church in the AIM fellowship will be required to pay 
apportionments.  Each independent church will control all aspects of its finances, 
revenues, expenditures and tax compliance.  No church in the AIM network is 
subject to a “trust clause.”  Each local church owns its property and other assets and 
has the right to dispose of the same.   
 It is presumed that these same structural characteristics will apply to those 
independent churches that become affiliated with The Foundry network.  However, 
it is unknown at this time whether member churches will pay apportionments, dues 
or fees to The Foundry. 
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 The structure of each independent church will revolve around its local 
congregation.  There would be no imperative for a local independent church to 
expand its outreach, programs and mission projects on either a global, national or 
regional basis.  However, networks such as AIM and The Foundry may provide their 
member churches with the connections needed to voluntarily participate in and 
contribute to foreign missionary service outside the United States if they choose to 
do so. 
 C. Pastoral Appointments – Selection and Support 
 Each local independent church that decides to join the AIM network hires 
and fires its pastors by the vote of its congregation or other self-governing body.  
AIM does require, however, that candidates for clergy in its member churches must 
apply for AIM credentials, must be pre-screened by a designated committee or staff 
group and must agree with and adhere to AIM’s Articles of Faith and Doctrine, 
constitution or bylaws.  AIM represents that it will support pastors with seminars, 
workshops, consultation, evaluation and pulpit supplies. 
 No pastoral appointments to AIM-affiliated churches are guaranteed, and 
each pastor is accountable to his or her local congregation and the local church’s 
governing structure.  Pastors who are called to serve AIM-affiliated churches are 
authorized to preach and preside over the sacraments of Baptism and Communion 
and marriages.  The salary and other benefits of a pastor in a local independent 
church are determined and paid for solely at the discretion of the congregation or the 
church’s governing body. 
 It is presumed that the same or similar principles that apply to pastors in the 
AIM fellowship will apply to pastors of independent churches that join The Foundry 
network. 
  
 D. Accountability 
 Since no independent church in the AIM network is subject to the control of 
another church or a governing person or organization such as a bishop, conference or 
council, the accountability of laity and pastors is determined at the local church level 
by its congregation or local governing body.  The exercise of that authority can be 
assisted through outside consultation and guidance by a third party.  However, since 
a congregation must vote to accept and agree to AIM’s Articles of Faith and Doctrine, 
it stands to reason that the laity and clergy of an AIM-affiliated church also are held 
accountable for violations of the beliefs, principles and standards set forth in the 
Articles by the threat of being voted out of the network by other member churches.   
III. Mission/Vision (DNA) and Programming 
 In selecting the option of becoming an independent, autonomous church, our 
church could retain its current vision and mission statements, its core beliefs based 
on Wesleyan/Methodist traditions, values and programs, exclusive of programs 
required by the UMC.  The only exception would be the requirement of accepting and 
approving other doctrine, beliefs and standards as a condition of membership in a 
network or fellowship. 
IV. Opportunities 
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- Local church chooses it own theology, doctrine and governing structure. 
- Local church can express its ministry in the way that it believes God is 

calling. 
- Local church owns its property and assets; no “trust clause.” 
- Local church is not governed by a hierarchy of bishops, boards and 

agencies. 
- Local church pays no mandatory apportionments – only voluntary 

donations to a network, association or fellowship with which it chooses to 
affiliate. 

- Local church selects its own pastors who go through a more streamlined 
path to ordination. 

- Local church’s name and reputation are not damaged by the baggage 
arising from the conflicts among factions of the UMC. 

 
V. Concerns 
 

- The substantial costs, fees and expenses of disaffiliating from the UMC. 
- The long-term operational costs for having to obtain new health 

insurance, other insurance and retirement funding for local church 
pastors and staff. 

- The loss of current church family members who choose to stay UMC or to 
join another denomination, network or fellowship. 

- The tremendous commitment that will be required of volunteers to 
participate in the preparation of organizational documents that establish 
written doctrine, new governance structure and details, new church 
signage and logos, and new financial and bookkeeping systems; and to 
make necessary changes to property and asset holdings. 

- Losing the benefits that arise from connectivity with an established 
denomination, association or network. 

- Lack of access to a pool of educated, qualified and credentialed clergy. 
 
 

  

 Association of Independent Methodists: https://aim2020.com 
 Cove Church Ministries:    https://covechurch.com 
 Asbury Church:     https://weareasbury.com 
  
 

 


