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Ten days ago, the Upper New York Annual Conference of the United
Methodist Church gathered as a virtual body to discuss the work and
ministry of the church in our Conference. Gathering on Zoom, the Bishop
led us through an agenda that was at times boring and at times
controversial. There were moments where technology hiccuped and
moments where human nature led to challenges. In short, the church met
and most people left understanding that the church is full of people that are
both loved by Jesus and imperfect.

While I would love to say that such a summary could suffice for my report
on the events of the Annual Conference, such a sweeping review and
reflection on events would do very little good for us as a church. For some,
the whole question as to why we would take time to reflect theologically on
the events of the Conference seems a bit off and eccentric. To be fair to
those individuals, it may be eccentric, but I would challenge you to consider
how the church has been meeting for difficult conversations like these since
the earliest recorded days of the church. Reflecting upon such
conversations might help us to discern how to live in community and how
we might handle our own challenges.

Consider our reading from Acts this morning. If you are unfamiliar with the
Book of Acts, this passage takes place right after the Council in Jerusalem.
To give an overview of the events of that Council, there was a complaint
brought to the leaders of the church that was both serious and important.
The Apostle Paul and Barnabas, two hugely important figures in the early
church, were ministering among the Gentiles in the city of Antioch when a
group of evangelists came down from the Holy Land.1
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The evangelists began teaching that the Gentile converts had to submit to
the Jewish law or else face damnation. The Gentiles along with Paul and
Barnabas were very upset. According to Acts, the argument was neither
short nor dispassionate. Rather than drag out the argument, the Gentile
churches sent Paul, Barnabas, and a delegation of other believers to
Jerusalem to discuss the growing concern.

In Jerusalem, the leaders of the church gathered. The believers shared
their experiences only to have the same argument break out in Jerusalem.
After a lot of debate, several church leaders shared their perspective. Peter
reminded them that God sent him to share the gospel with the Gentiles.
Paul and Barnabas shared their testimonies. Finally, James, a major figure
in the early church, helped the church come to a decision by limiting the
requirements that would be put on the Gentile church members.2

Our reading, immediately after that Council, shares how the early church
sent a letter to the people both sharing the good news affirmed by the
church and providing instruction. The letter and accompanying delegation
set out to comfort people that were unsettled, to provide specific
instructions on what was required after a period of confusion, and to
connect the early church with the resources (found in two leaders of the
church) that they needed to grow in their faith.

From a place of controversy and questions of legality, the early church sent
forth a delegation to encourage and bless the church in Antioch. As a result
of their openness to the Spirit, a question of theological importance was
settled and a people encouraged.

When we slow down and consider the circumstances, the role of the church
today can be seen in the same way. Our church has places where it faces
difficulties and where it needs encouragement. Like the church long ago,
our church is struggling with major concerns that have a global impact on
our body as a church. Where they struggled with questions of the law and
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circumcision, we are questioning how we understand scripture and how we
interpret Levitical laws and human sexuality. The questions we face have
people who believe vastly different things about the requirements of the law
and the extent of God’s grace.

Like the church long ago, the questions we face today won’t be settled
immediately. There is a lot of evidence from the letters of Paul and external
sources that the Council in Jerusalem did not immediately end the
arguments about Gentile inclusion and circumcision. While the church
leaders came to an accord on the matter, the letter of encouragement likely
gave the early church the guidance they needed for the long journey they
trod.

In our Annual Conference, our church’s questions on how we will proceed
as a global church were not answered this year. For some, there was hope
as a proposed survey was approved for all of the churches. By collecting
data on where churches and clergy stand, it is the intention of the
Conference to have information to help guide our churches’ representatives
to the General Conference and Jurisdictional Conference in the
conversations to come.3

By collecting this information, the hope is that our leaders will be able to
help provide guidance to churches if the proposed legislation passes and as
new denominations are created out of the United Methodist Church. There
are several denominations that are being organized in advance of the
General Conference including the conservative Global Methodist Church
encouraged through the efforts of the group known as the Wesley Covenant
Association. Such efforts may help to provide guidance if and when a
permanent separation within the Conference.

In addition to seeking future guidance, there was a lot of conversation about
the power of the Conference to nominate leadership. A request was sent to
the Judicial branch of our church challenging the Bishop’s authority to solely
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appoint members to the Board of Ordained ministry and a resolution was
passed to move nominations of members of the Conference Leadership
Team away from the Bishop’s office to the Conference’s Nominations team.
Additionally, the Conference Leadership Team is now required to present
their plans and purposes to the Conference instead of being kept private
within the leadership teams nominated by the Bishop.4 Additionally, there is
now a resolution in place affirming the need for greater transparency and
setting standards of behavior when the Bishop and Cabinet decide to
discontinue the license of a local pastor.5

Indeed, accountability was a phrase that was used a lot during our
gathering. Our church considered a number of items that are regularly
occurring parts of our conversation. In addition to discussing matters like
clergy compensation, retirement benefits, and other mundane matters, the
church celebrated that funds which had been kept in reserve were used
over the past year to assist churches struggling through the pandemic to
cover simple costs like insurance.

Sadly, a great deal of conversation was had about accountability and the
repercussions of the Child Victims’ Act. The Conference has been named in
a dozen lawsuits to date and many churches have also been named in
lawsuits without the Annual Conference’s inclusion. To this date, every
single lawsuit has named troops of the nonprofit agency which used to be
called the Boy Scouts of America and we were expressly informed that
there have not been any cases where the clergy or staff of the United
Methodist Church were named in lawsuits. We know that such challenges
have arisen in the past, but the lawsuits reported to the Conference were
about having accountability in a very specific realm.6

All of these conversations were challenging and many of us grieved with the
notice that such acts of abuse against children took place within our
churches or in groups sponsored by our churches. Prayer surrounded such
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conversations and we are invited to be in prayer for such struggles over the
coming years as the legal system works alongside our churches to bring
these matters to conclusion.

On a positive note, our Conference celebrated the commissioning of four
provisional elders and deacons as well as ordaining two deacons and four
elders into full membership in the Annual Conference. Sadly, our Annual
Conference had a 4.2% decrease in membership even as the Conference
increased in worship attendance by 233% during the Pandemic (due to the
proliferation of online worship options). Our Conference also moved to
celebrate the closure of fifteen United Methodist Churches (which were
moving towards closure before the Pandemic began).7

One last place where we should note movement within our Conference was
in a number of petitions and here is where I would draw us back to the
scriptures. One of the things that we see in our passage from Acts is
conversation between individuals and groups within the church that had
severely different opinions about the inclusion of Gentiles within the church.
While there is disagreement about how the inclusion should take place,
there is no evidence at this juncture that the church was abiding arguments
about whether or not Gentiles were welcome in the church. The question
was a question about the law: were the Gentiles bound to the laws passed
down to the children of Abraham or were they free to worship in other
ways?

In the Book of Acts we see the people engaged in great debate over this
matter both in Antioch and in Jerusalem. Like the debates of our
Conference, it seemed that there were opinions about the matter regardless
of a person’s location. A number of the petitions brought to Conference for
action involved advocacy around police work and policy around police work.
As you can imagine, people from various different opinions, locations, and
backgrounds had words to say about these proposals. Although most of the
proposals were focused on events in urban settings like Buffalo, Syracuse,

7 UNYAC, 2021 AC Overview Report

https://www.unyumc.org/images/uploads/Upper_New_York_Annual_Conference_Report_2021.pdf


and especially Rochester, people shared their thoughts from small towns as
well as the big cities.

How does this connect with Acts? In our reading we see people having
opinions about inclusion in the Gentile ministry found in Antioch as well as
in the focused ministry field in Jerusalem. The people of Jerusalem were in
a very Jewish oriented city many miles away from the people that their
conversation would impact.

A knee jerk reaction to this situation might be to say that they should have
been humble and left the affairs of the people of Antioch to the people of
Antioch. Instead, they took the time to debate, to pray, and to seek wisdom
from the people who have come to a place of leadership in the church.
They took their time and worked through things.

In the end, their listening to God and the wisdom of those they had come to
trust resulted in a blessing to the people of Antioch and eventually to many
of us. Most of us are Gentiles according to the terminology of the Bible and
this act of holy conversation and conferencing led to the church’s wider
inclusion of people like us. Indeed, Paul himself would note that the
distinction between being a Jew or a Gentile becomes moot when we
consider the inclusive love of Jesus. Paul wrote in Colossians 3:11: “In that
renewal there is no longer Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised,
barbarian, Scythian, slave and free; but Christ is all and in all!”

As a church, the result of the petitions passed was clear. We are invited as
a people to reach out in love to our lawmakers in support of legislation to
end policing practices that have proven dangerous and occasionally fatal in
the past years. As a church, we affirm that we do not believe that chemical
irritants like pepper spray should be used on or around children, that there
are more humane and safe methods than spit hoods to keep law
enforcement safe from disease, that there should be an establishment of
mental health resources to respond to mental health crises instead of police
officers, and that community policing is important. While the votes were not



unanimous, our churches and individuals were encouraged to step forth to
write their lawmakers to help change the culture and policy of the
communities where our families in Christ live and work.8

Truthfully, there are parts in those petitions that still irritate me. The
community policing effort in particular irritates me as my sister-in-law is
married to a police officer and there have been times over the years when
my nieces have required extra eyes or a trip out of town after a violent
offender threatened my brother-in-law for doing his job. I don’t necessarily
agree with that particular resolution, but there’s something powerfully good
about the fact that the Annual Conference asked me to look deeply at the
issues beneath the hood of the resolution.

I believe that Annual Conference is a gift at times because of the very
controversial nature of some of the things we discuss together. When we sit
across the table from someone we disagree with, even when it is a virtual
table, we are forced to consider that we may not know everything. I imagine
that happened for a couple of people in Antioch and for a couple of people
in Jerusalem long ago. The act of prayerfully discerning our way forward
through tough conversations can change our opinion on things we were
certain about at another time in our life. Ideally, each person at that table
leaves understanding someone else’s point of view more clearly and learns
to have compassion for both that person and for themselves.

To sum it all up, God was at work across the state during our Annual
Conference this year. Was it a perfect meeting of perfect people? Heavens,
no. Did people throw up their hands in frustration and possibly holler at their
computer from the safety of their homes or offices? Well, I did at least once,
so yeah. Did I learn that I have an ongoing need to learn patience and
compassion? Yes, I continue to need to learn more and more about
patience and compassion. Despite all of the challenges, God was at work
during our Annual Conference.
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I invite you to consider one more truth in our reading. When all was said
and done, the people in Jerusalem did not simply walk away. As a result of
their time together, lives changed. People headed out into new ministry,
communities were encouraged, and life went forward as the people kept
seeking God. I invite us to do the same as a people. Let us pray...


