
Asbury UMC Congregation Information on A Way Forward 

Definitions 

The Book of Discipline 

● This is the rule book of the denomination. It contains the constitution, rules about structure organization, 

and practice of the denomination. 

General Conference 

● This is the legislative branch of the denomination. 

● Only the General Conference may speak for the denomination as a whole. 

● Approximately 1000 delegates from around the world meet every 4 years to discuss, debate, modify the 

Discipline 

The Judicial Council 

● This is the ‘supreme court’ of the denomination. It rules on the constitutionality of rules established by 

the General Conference and decisions made by bishops. 

The Council of Bishops 

● This council includes all of the bishops within the denomination. 

● Bishops oversee the spiritual formation of the church and are the executive branch of the denomination. 

● A Bishop provides spiritual and administrative leadership, ordains and appoints clergy within the 

Annual Conference(s) to which he/she is assigned. 

Jurisdiction / Jurisdictional Conference 

● This is a geographically established group made up of delegates from each of the Annual Conferences 

within a defined geographical region. 

● This group meets every 4 years to elect and assign bishops to oversee Annual Conferences. 

Annual Conference 

● This is a geographical region encompassing multiple local churches. 

● This group meets annually to ordain and appoint clergy (and other things!). 

● The Annual Conference votes on constitutional amendments. 

Charge Conference / Church Conference 

● These are local church business meetings (overseen by the Conference Superintendent or a designated 

elder) required when making significant decisions such as: electing officers of the church, selling or 

purchasing property, borrowing money, or entering a building program. 

● Members of the Church Council may vote in a Charge Conference. All Members of the church may vote 

in a Church Conference. 

● These conferences require specific notifications to the church and those who may vote.  

The Trust Clause 

● As a connectional church, all property and assets are held in trust by the local church on behalf of the 

denomination as a whole. 

 

A Brief Summary of The United Methodist Church’s position on homosexuality 

Homosexuals no less than heterosexuals are persons of sacred worth, who need the ministry and guidance 

of the church in their struggles for human fulfillment, as well as the spiritual and emotional care of a 

fellowship which enables reconciling relationships with God, with others, and with self. Further we insist 

that all persons are entitled to have their human and civil rights ensured, although we do not condone the 

practice of homosexuality and consider this practice incompatible with Christian teaching.  BOD 1972 

(italics added) 

  



● The incompatibility statement means: 

○ Self-avowed, practicing homosexuals may not be ordained or appointed 

○ Same-sex weddings may not be celebrated or blessed by UMC clergy 

○ Same-sex weddings may not be celebrated or blessed on UMC property 

○ Violation of these are chargeable offenses for clergy 

A Brief Summary of the Arguments 

● Disclaimer: Sincere, intelligent, scholarly, faithful, Christian men and women have studied this issue 

and come to different conclusions 

● Traditional 

○ The biblical position that the practice of homosexuality is sinful and counter to God’s will is clear 

○ While forgiveness from sin is available to everyone, discontinuing to sin is God’s desire for us 

○ Jesus connects loving God with obedience to God’s will 

○ Embracing biblically defined, sinful behavior appears to be an abandonment of biblical authority 

○ It seems to be embracing a position that “Everyone did what was right in his own eyes.” 

○ Telling people the truth about sin is an act of love. 

● Progressive 

○ The biblical position on this may not be as clear as one might think  

○ We already ignore some parts of the Bible 

● when there is contradiction with other part of the Bible 

● when the context clearly demonstrates a cultural basis 

○ Full inclusion must include full inclusion, anything less is discrimination 

○ Love your neighbor as yourself 

○ This affects real people 

○ Calling anything sin is discriminatory, intolerant, unaccepting, and mean 

○ Since everyone is a sinner, how can we exclude based on this particular sin 

● There seem to be few areas of overlap, on which to build compromise and consensus 

History  

● 1968 merger of The Methodist Church and the Evangelical United Brethren formed The United 

Methodist Church 

● 1972 General Conference 

○ Language related to non-discrimination of and affirming the sacred worth of homosexual persons 

○ The ‘incompatibility with Christian teaching’ statement regarding homosexuality was incorporated 

into the Discipline 

● Debated at every General Conference since 1972 

○ Progressives seek to remove the ‘incompatibility’ statement 

○ Conservatives seek to retain it and clarify the language 

○ Prohibitions to same-sex weddings added 

○ Prohibitions to ordaining and appointing self-avowed, practicing homosexuals added 

● Changing culture and changing General Conference demographics 

● Some progressives decide to follow ‘ecclesial disobedience’ relative to the Discipline on this issue 

● Contentious General Conference arguments to: 

○ Change the church laws 

○ Enforce the church laws 

● 2016 General Conference – formation of The Commission on A Way Forward 

○ Goal: stay together, provide time and space for diverse opinions 

● 2016 election of a lesbian bishop in the Western Jurisdiction 

● Judicial Council ruling on the election of a lesbian bishop 

● 2018 Commission on A Way Forward Report 

● 2018 Council of Bishops’ recommendation - The One Church Plan 



Upcoming Events 

● District Conversations about A Way Forward 

● Southeast District – November 10, at Asbury 

● Judicial Council Ruling on the plans (any time) 

● 2019 General Conference – February 23-26, in St. Louis 

● 2019 Indiana Annual Conference – June 13-15, in Indianapolis 

● 2020 General Conference – May 5-15, in Minneapolis 

The Three Plans 

A word about all of the plans 

● Each plan includes numerous petitions to modify specific paragraphs of the Discipline as needed 

● Some plans may require constitutional amendments for implementation 

● Each of the plans include (to some extent) a plan for a ‘gracious exit’ for those who cannot remain in the 

denomination for conscience sake. For local churches, this includes a means to retain the facilities and 

assets, but also a provision to cover the unfunded clergy pension obligation. 

● Over 500 other petitions have been submitted to the 2019 General Conference for consideration. 

● None of these plans will be adopted as they are currently presented 

The One Church Plan (Local Church Option) 

● The official position of the UMC shifts from “incompatible with Christian teaching” to “we are not of 

one mind regarding human sexuality” 

● Removes statements regarding incompatibility, and prohibitions relative to same-sex weddings and 

practicing homosexual clergy 

● Self-avowed, practicing homosexuals may be ordained - Annual Conferences, Boards of Ordained 

Ministry, and bishops have some flexibility 

● Self-avowed, practicing homosexuals may be appointed to local churches - local churches, clergy, 

superintendents, and bishops have some flexibility 

● Clergy may perform same-sex weddings, but not be compelled to do so 

● Same-sex weddings may be permitted on local church property (after a Church Conference vote) 

● Gracious exit option for local churches and clergy 

The Connectional Plan 

● The official position of the UMC shifts from “incompatible with Christian teaching” to “we are not of 

one mind regarding human sexuality” 

● Existing Jurisdictional Conferences replaced by three Connectional Conferences 

● Connectional Conferences defined by theological affinity 

● Progressive, Unity, and Traditional Conferences 

● General Book of Discipline common to all 

● Connectional Book of Discipline with unique rules 

● Represents a structural change 

● Requires constitutional amendments 

● Complicated implementation and timeline (2025 end date) 

● Jurisdictional Conferences, Annual Conferences, local churches, bishops, and clergy select which new 

Connectional Conference is the best fit for them 

● Defined process for moving from one Connectional Conference to another  

● Gracious exit option for local churches and clergy 

The Traditionalist Plan 

● The official position of the UMC remains unchanged, that “homosexual practice is incompatible with 

Christian teaching” 

● Some definitions are clarified 

● Self-avowed, practicing homosexual 

● Adds stronger accountability provisions to the Discipline 



● Certify willingness to follow the Discipline 

● Provisions for removal following continued disobedience 

● Gracious exit option for Annual Conferences, local churches, and clergy 

Non-Official Plans 

● The Simple Plan 

○ Removes all language that places any restrictions relative to homosexuality.  

○ This plan was not developed by the Commission on a Way Forward or the Council of Bishops 

● The Amicable Separation Plan 

○ Provides for the formation of two new denominations who can bless one another and go their 

separate ways. 

○ This is not an existing plan, but has been proposed on multiple occasions. It would not have been 

considered by the Commission for a Way Forward as one of the primary restraints given the 

Commission was that it provide a way for the UMC to stay together. 

What You Can Do 

● Pray 

○ For our bishops 

○ For our delegates 

○ For the General Conference 

○ For the United Methodist Church 

○ For Asbury 

○ For me 

○ For yourself 

● Become aware of your own biases 

● Become informed: Seek accurate information rather than opinions 

● Listen more before you speak 

● Step back when you sense rising emotional responses 

● Watch your own language and attitudes for condemnation of those whose position may differ from 

yours 

● Remember: we like each other 

Resources 

Primary Scripture References 

● Leviticus 18:22 and 20:13 

● Romans 1:24-27 

● 1 Corinthians 6:9-10 

● 1 Timothy 1:8-11 

Books 

● Two Views on Homosexuality, the Bible, and the Church, edited by Preston Sprinkle 

● The Bible and Homosexual Practice: Texts and Hermeneutics, Robert Gagnon 

● Welcoming, But Not Affirming: An Evangelical Response to Homosexuality, Stanley Grenz 

● Homosexuality and the Bible: Two Views, Robert Gagnon and Dan Via 

● Seeing Gray in a World of Black and White: Thoughts on Religion, Morality, and Politics, Adam 

Hamilton 

Articles 

● “Continuity in the Face of Social Change: Demographic Shifts and the United Methodist Church’s 

Institutional Conservatism on Sexuality” by Scott Vehstedt, American University, Published in the 

Intermountain West Journal of Religious Studies 

● “Constitutional Methodism in Crisis: Historical and Operational Perspectives on Divisions Threatening 

United Methodism” by William B. Lawrence and Sally Curtis AsKew, Published in the Methodist 

Review: A Journal of Wesleyan and Methodist Studies 10 (2018) 


