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HOW THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH HAS BECOME “UNTIED” | Reverend Dr. Anthony J. Tomasino
The United Methodist Church is in the process of a messy 
divorce. So far, about 7% of congregations in the U.S. have 
voted to “disaffiliate,” leaving the United Methodist Church to 
join the recently-formed Global Methodist Church, or another 
Methodist denomination, or to become independent. More 
churches will certainly follow. Internationally, there are many, 
many more Methodist churches likely to leave the 
denomination. 

It would take a long time for me to explain in detail how we got 
to this place. The “presenting issue” has always been the 
question of the place of homosexuals within the denomination. 
First, it should be noted that our Book of Discipline, the official 
rulebook of the United Methodist Church, states explicitly that 
homosexuals are people created in the image of God and are 
welcome in all our churches: 

The progressive wing of the UMC holds that full inclusion of 
gays and lesbians means that gay marriages should be 
celebrated in our churches, and people in same-sex relationships 
should be allowed to pursue ordination and appointment as 
ministers. The traditional wing, on the other hand, holds that 
same-sex relationships violate biblical ideals, and so should not 
be celebrated or affirmed in our churches. They also hold that 
non-celibate homosexuals should not be ordained by our annual 
conferences. Conservative leaders, along with many 
progressives, acknowledge that these disagreements have a 
deeper root in matters of biblical authority and approaches to 
biblical interpretation: how much weight should be given to the 
Bible in forming our theology, and how difficult Bible passages 
should be interpreted. Many mainstream United Methodist 
leaders, however, deny this assertion. 

The dispute has surfaced—often contentiously—at every 
General Conference of the United Methodist Church since 
1972. (The General Conference is the official body that 
convenes every four years to vote on denomination-wide 
policies for the UMC. Clergy and lay delegates are elected by 
annual conferences, the number of delegates based on the size 
of the conferences. Their decisions are incorporated in the 
United Methodist “Book of Discipline.”) In 1972, it was 
proposed that the recently formed United Methodist Church 
adopt a policy of acceptance toward homosexual marriages and 
ordinations. The proposal was narrowly defeated. A somewhat 
vague paragraph about sex being proper in the context of 
marriage between a man and woman was included among the 
Social Principles of the Book of Discipline. 

As decades passed and attitudes in the United States became 
more accepting toward gay marriage and ordination, the 
position of the United Methodist Church ironically became 
more explicitly opposed to gay marriages and ordination. There  

were several reasons for this development. First, the wording of 
the Book of Discipline allowed enough interpretation that gay 
marriages and ordinations were occurring in the church with 
impunity. Rarely were any clergy severely punished for 
presiding over gay weddings, or even for proclaiming 
themselves to be in a homosexual relationship, as many in 
leadership were inclined to ignore these violations of church 
law. Traditionalists cried foul, and repeatedly pushed for more 
explicit and stringent regulations. Their efforts succeeded 
because of a shift in the composition of the United Methodist 
Church. In the United States, membership in the United 
Methodist Church has been declining dramatically for about 70 
years. Meanwhile, the UMC in Africa and Asia, where attitudes 
about human sexuality tend to be more traditional, has grown 
rapidly. With more members from these lands, their 
representation at General Conference has grown. Consequently, 
efforts to bring our denomination’s position about 
homosexuality in line with the progressive ideals of America 
and Europe have repeatedly failed, and are almost certain to 
continue to fail, as long as the UMC continues its overseas 
growth.  

The atmosphere became intense at the General Conference in 
2018, where progressive protests and acts of “civil 
disobedience” threatened to lead to a walk-out of many 
delegates. To defuse the crisis, it was decided to put the matter 
on hold until a special General Conference could be held in 
2019 to address only the homosexuality issue. The Council of 
Bishops promoted what was called the “One Church Plan,” 
which would have allowed each annual conference to create its 
own position on human sexuality, essentially making the United 
Methodist Church a patchwork of opinions and practices. That 
plan was rejected, and the traditional position was re-affirmed 
by a significant margin, with added provisions to try to ensure 
that the Book of Discipline would be upheld by bishops and 
annual conferences.  
The conference also added a stop-gap provision, paragraph 
2553, to the Book of Discipline, for progressive or 
conservative churches that wished to leave the 
denomination before a more permanent solution could be 
devised. 
Progressive Methodists responded to the 2019 decision by 
proclaiming that the UMC’s position is hurtful and unjust. The 
General Board of Church and Society issued a statement that the 
decision had caused “unbearable pain” to the body of Christ. 
The General Commission on Religion and Race somehow 
attributed the conference decision to racism. Several bishops 
and conference leaders—including the Michigan Conference 
Board of Ordained Ministry—stated their intention to ignore the 
position adopted by the General Conference, and that they 
would practice “righteous disobedience” to the Book of 
Discipline by ordaining and performing weddings for 
homosexuals. 
You may wonder why the churches unhappy with the official 
position do not simply leave the UMC to join other 
denominations. For some, there are matters of loyalty, and for 
others, they simply want to stick with what has been familiar to 
them. Some clergy have careers and pensions they wish to 
protect, while others argue that they must be a prophetic voice 

"The United Methodist Church acknowledges that all persons 
are of sacred worth. All persons without regard to race, color, 
national origin, status, or economic condition, shall be eligible 
to attend its worship services, participate in its programs, 
receive the sacraments, upon baptism be admitted as baptized 
members, and upon taking vows declaring the Christian faith, 
become professing members in any local church in the 
connection." (Book of Discipline, para. 4) 
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to their denomination. But the main hurdle against churches 
leaving the UMC is a legal one: the infamous “trust clause.” 
According to Methodist polity going all the way back to the 
days of John Wesley, churches in the UMC do not own their 
buildings or property. Rather, they are held in trust for their 
annual conference, to assure that churches cannot go rogue and 
depart from Methodist beliefs and practices. If a church wants 
to leave the denomination, they would be legally required to 
abandon their property to their annual conference. 
That’s where paragraph 2553 comes into play. The provision 
was designed to provide a temporary path for churches to leave 
the denomination while retaining their property. The paragraph 
allows that any churches wanting to leave the denomination 
over the church’s position on homosexuality could do so and 
retain their property, if two thirds of the congregation agreed to 
the separation, if they paid a (rather substantial) sum of money 
to the annual conference, and the annual conference voted to 
accept their disaffiliation. The paragraph was a temporary 
provision designed to be replaced 
at the 2020 General Conference. It 
is set to expire on December 31, 
2023. In the face of what was 
guaranteed to be ongoing friction, 
the conservative wing offered what 
appeared to be an olive branch: they 
volunteered to leave the United 
Methodist Church, if provisions 
could be made for the churches to retain their property. A group 
of conservative, liberal, and moderate leaders met and drafted a 
plan called the “Protocol of Reconciliation and Grace through 
Separation,” which would have allowed the conservative 
churches to withdraw to form their own denomination. They 
would have been allowed to keep their property and receive 
some funds for starting the new movement, along with the 
blessings of the UMC. The proposal seemed to have wide 
acceptance, and was set to come before the 2020 General 
Conference for a vote. But then, Covid happened, and the 
General Conference was postponed until 2022. In the 
intervening years, there was a rapid, unexplained change of 
opinion regarding the Protocol, and the progressive and 
moderate leaders who had helped to draft it and others who had 
endorsed it withdrew their support. It seemed a gracious 
resolution to the impasse was not forthcoming. 
When it was announced in early 2022 that the General 
Conference scheduled for that year would also be cancelled, the 
conservative Methodists, realizing they were up against the 
deadline for the expiration of paragraph 2553, decided to go 
ahead with the launch of a new traditional Methodist 
denomination, the Global Methodist Church. The denomination 
is designed to provide a landing place for those churches who 
choose to disaffiliate from United Methodism.  
The Global Methodist Church differs from the United 
Methodist Church in several significant ways: 
1. The traditional position on human sexuality is written into 
the articles of incorporation in such a way that it cannot be 
changed by future actions of the denomination. 
2. Bishops have term limits, rather than lifetime appointments. 
3. Ordained ministers are not guaranteed appointments, so that 
incompetent or immoral pastors may be removed more easily. 

4. Churches and appointive cabinets collaborate on ministerial 
appointments. 
5. “Ministry shares” (apportionments) are capped at 1.5% of a 
church’s operating expenses. 
The founding of the Global Methodist Church has undoubtedly 
inspired some local churches to disaffiliate from the UMC, but 
not all those churches are joining the GMC—some have joined 
the Free Methodists or the Wesleyans, and some have remained 
independent. Some annual conferences have seen a large 
number of congregations vote to disaffiliate from the United 
Methodist Church. The Methodist Church of Estonia has voted 
to join the United Methodist Church. In North Carolina, one-
third of the local churches are disaffiliating. The largest UM 
annual conference, the North Georgia conference, has placed a 
moratorium on disaffiliations because it claims churches are 
leaving the UMC due to “misinformation.” There’s a sense of 
urgency because of the imminent expiration of paragraph 2553, 
and uncertainty about what will replace it (if anything). 

Where the United Methodist 
Church goes from here is 
something of a mystery. The leaders 
of the church, who are generally 
more progressive, are urging 
traditionalists to remain in the 
denomination. They assure 
traditionalists that their positions 

will be respected and that the ministers appointed to their 
churches will reflect their conservative values. Of course, the 
exodus of many congregations from the United Methodist 
connection would place a severe financial strain on the 
institution, and it is in the best interest of the conferences to 
retain as many churches as they can. Conservatives, on the other 
hand, are concerned that if many traditionalists leave the 
denomination, the conferences will be emboldened to push for 
more progressive positions. Indeed, our Michigan Conference 
adopted a measure at our last annual conference urging all our 
churches to move toward full inclusion of all LGBTQIA+ 
individuals, including in marriage and ordination. 
Traditionalists might well find themselves feeling 
marginalized—which many progressives would consider a 
good thing. 

“Where the United Methodist Church goes 
from here is something of a mystery…  

We must learn to approach it as Christians  
in the Methodist tradition, true to the 
Scriptures, but leading with love and 
compassion for all God’s children.” 

It's likely too late for Hillsdale First UMC to take any action 
regarding disaffiliation at this point in time (not that I think it 
would be likely that two-thirds of our church members would 
want to go that route). Any churches wanting to disaffiliate 
under paragraph 2553 would have to draw up papers of 
disaffiliation and hold a called church conference before May 
1, 2023, so that the request could be considered at Annual 
Conference. After this year, the path to disaffiliation becomes 
much murkier. Nonetheless, I would welcome an opportunity 
to talk with interested church members regarding the issues 
of contention, and what I believe the future might hold. 
Please don’t hesitate to ask any questions you may have, no 
matter how uncomfortable they might make us. We all have 
gay friends and loved ones, and this issue is unlikely to go away 
any time in the near future. We must learn to approach it as 
Christians in the Methodist tradition, true to the Scriptures, but 
leading with love and compassion for all God’s children.  


