
A journey through United Methodist 
Division

I have heard the issues in the United Methodist Church described as a "wicked problem." That
makes it sounds like it is describing a "moral problem," but a "wicked problem" is actually a
term used to describe extremely difficult issues that are hard to solve. "Wicked Problems"
usually have four factors:  incomplete or contradictory knowledge, a large number of people
and opinions involved, a large economic burden, and the interconnected nature of these
problems with other problems. That definitely sounds like the United Methodist Church and
its current issues. This document, therefore, does not "solve" the issues of the United
Methodist Church, but it hopefully helps you see the historic direction of the United Methodist
Church and how the issue of LGBTQ+ inclusion has been simmering for a long time before it
began boiling over in the last decade.  

Understanding the history can help us from feeling "blindsided" by the choices and directions
that are being made in the United Methodist Church today. 

As you read this document, you might find moments where you feel a range of emotions from
anger, disgust, grief, or apathy. In any of those moments, I encourage you to pray. The
Christian church belongs to Jesus Christ. Christ knows the imperfection of the Church better
than any of us ever could. Christ can help turn our feelings of futility into honest prayers for
faithfulness. 

Founding of the United Methodist Church
The United Methodist Church (UMC) was created through the joining of the

Methodist Church and a smaller denomination, the United Evangelical Brethren.

Both denominations had "social statements" about the church's roles and

responsibilities in society. It was decided that a new set of "social principles"

should be drafted for the 1972 General Conference of the UMC. 

Social Principles Established

The General Conference of 1972 adopted the “Social Principles” in the

Book of Discipline (church law), One of the sections of those principles

addressed issues of human sexuality (a hot button issue following the

sexual revolution of the late 1960s). Amid some debate and contention,

the  following paragraph was adopted aa a guiding principle: 



Three Decades of Contention

General Conference Divisions

We affirm that all persons are individuals of sacred worth,

created in the image of God. All persons need the ministry of

the Church in their struggles for human fulfillment, as well as

the spiritual and emotional care of a fellowship that enables

reconciling relationships with God, with others, and with self.

The United Methodist Church does not condone the practice of

homosexuality and considers this practice incompatible with

Christian teaching. We affirm that God’s grace is available to

all. 

 

*read more about the history surrounding this statement in the article from the Methodist History

Journal: “The Saddest Day”  (April 2017), Robert Sledge.

There continued to be significant disagreement within the UMC over the language

and implementation of our social principles in regards to human sexuality and a

variety of other social issues, but tensions in the UMC remained fairly cool. In fact

in the 2004 General Conference, held in Pittsburgh, the General Conference voted

95% approval on a statement of unity, when there were rumors circulating in the

hallways of the David L. Lawrence Convention center about a possible church

split. 

For an indepth documentary of the 2012 annual

conference, watch Journeymen Films' documentary

(available for free on Youtube) "Gay Marriage And The

Battle For The Methodist Church""

 

Towards the end of General Conference 2012, there was debate on changing the 

language of the social principles and other rules on human sexuality - to permit 

differences on weddings and ordination between the churches. When the vote to change the

language failed to pass, LGBTQ affirming representatives and visitors to General

Conference began a protest on the floor of General Conference 

that lasted several hours

Bishop Melvin Talbert Incident
In October 2013, Bishop Melvin Talbert, a retired UMC bishop presided over a

same-sex blessing in Alabama. The service was not an official wedding because

Alabama law did not allow same-sex unions, and it was not hosted at a United

Methodist Church. Talbert mentioned, during the service, that even though he

was breaking church law

"I'm choosing to do the right thing,    
no matter what,"

 “United Methodist Bishop Melvin Talbert on gay wedding: 'Great day for the church' www.al.com, October 26, 2013. 

* Source: Linda Bloom, General Conference Daily Wrap-up May 7, 2004 UMNS

2016 Book of Discipline, Social Principles ¶162



General Conference Acts

Bishop Karen Oliveto Incident
After General Conference 2016, the Western Jurisdiction (Western United States)

elected Karen Oliveto, a married lesbian, to the office of bishop which  further inflamed

passions across the UMC. Karen is still serving as a bishop in the UMC to this day, even

though her candidacy was ruled illegal by the church’s court of law. However, she was

ruled a bishop in "good standing" until another bishop was elected in her place. No

action has been taken to replace her position.  A full timeline of that issue is available

through the Pacific-Northwest Annual Conference: 

With memories of  the last General Conference from 2012, General

Conference 2016 was facing a similar schism on the floor of the

Conference - due once again to legislation about altering the

denomination's stance on sexuality.  There was a call for a pause to the

Conference as tensions rose, a request was made for the Council of

Bishops to provide direction for the denomination. That was an

unprecedented motion because bishops are intended to be impartial

chairs of the General Conference, and not act as executives that guide

the conference.  In response, the General Conference delegates

narrowly and contentiously approved a” Commission on the Way

Forward” to avert schism. (428 to 405 in favor).  The purpose and scope

of the commission would evolve over time under the bishops' direction

and interpretation- but one of the goals was to call a special general

conference in 2019 to present and approve a solution for the

denomination. 

"HOW WE GOT HERE: 

LOOKING BACK AT THE NINE MONTHS SINCE BISHOP OLIVETO’S ELECTION"

 

Developments on "A Way Forward"
The Commission on the Way Forward   developed 3 plans for the General

Conference to consider: One Church Plan, Traditional Plan, Connectional

Conference Plan. The Council of Bishops  voted as a majority in favor of the

"One Church Plan" they began a media, and informational campaign to

advocate for it.  However, denominational rules required that any plan

properly submitted should be considered by the General Conference, so an ad

hoc committee finished the development of the Traditional  Plan.

"Bishops' website spotlights One Church Plan" United Methodist News Service, December 11, 2018

 "Commission on the General Conference determines petition process" United Methodist News Service, August 27, 2018

 

""HGC2016 puts hold on sexuality debate"
By Heather Hahn and Sam Hodges ELECTION" May 18, 2016

 



The Special Called General Conference

General Conference Fallout and Rejection

The Protocol for Reconcilliation and Grace through Separation

Covid-19 and General Conference Delays

 In the immediate fallout of the General Conference, progressive and centrist

United Methodists (including Bishops) began to issue statements about their 

 intention to act in disobedience or to spurn the Book of Discipline on matters of

human sexuality.  Rather than make a principled exit, certain regions of the

church were posturing to make a principled stand against the UMC’s doctrine. 

 Special General Conference 2019 was intended to end divisions over human

sexuality by establishing the final decision for the UMC. Early in the

conference, voting showed that the “Traditional Plan” which affirmed the

original language on human sexuality had the slim majority. In frustration over

the direction of voting, there was increasing rancor and protesting through the

final day of the Conference. Once the Traditional Plan was given the favorable

vote, there was an extra piece of legislation adopted called ¶2553, which allowed

churches who disagreed with the UMC’s stance on sexuality to leave the

denomination through certain terms and payments.

       

     different factions of the United Methodist church to negotiate a good faith separation of the

denomination. The result of those negotiations was a plan called the “Protocol for Reconciliation

and Grace through Separation”. The negotiations gave a template, but in order for this to be

enacted it needed to be adopted by the General Conference of the UMC, which was scheduled to

meet in Minnesota in 2020.

 

The Covid-19 Pandemic prevented the church from gathering the General Conference.

The rescheduled conference was delayed multiple times, and is now scheduled for

2024 at the earliest. 

 

 "relationships are more important than theological convictions...To put it clearly, pastors
will be able to choose which weddings they officiate, as long as it is two consenting adults
who have been counseled. Likewise, church leadership, in consultation with their pastors,
will be able to determine their own policy regarding weddings."

Iowa Annual Conference: Leading Now and Into the Future"

Pictured are members of the committee for the Protocol

 Information on the Protocol for Reconcilliation is available on
the website: www.gracethroughseparation.com

 Realizing that the results of the special General Conference of 2019 were leading to

inevitable division, a bishop from the UMC called together representatives of



Launching of the Global Methodist Church

Abandonment of the "Protocol for Reconcilliation"

"What Happened to United Methodists’ Proposal to Split the Denomination?" Roys Report, June 22, 2022

On May 1, 2022 the Global Methodist Church was officially

launched to provide a new denominational home for churches

that were in the process of exiting the United Methodist

Church. The formation of the Global Methodist Church had

been a project of Traditionalist Methodists since 2020.   

 

Because of the announcement of the “Global Methodist Church” as a new 

successor denomination to the UMC and because of the number of years that had passed

since the protocol was finalized,  a statement was issued in mid-2022 by the centrist and

progressive representatives of the “Protocol” stating that they no longer backed its

adoption. 

"A New Beginning" | www.globalmethodist.org

 

"We’re sad about these departures [of churches] that are happening,
but to think that the protocol is going to be the great solution, I
don’t know that it will..."

Bishop Tom Bickerton

Future Outcomes for the United Methodist Church
Over the next two years, The United Methodist Church will lose a significant

number of churches to the Global Methodist Church as well as churches that

leave and become independent from any denomination. Those churches that

are exiting are leaving through p2553, which was adopted at the 2019 General

Conference. The exact number of churches that will leave will remain an

indefinite number until the two year window is over.  The United Methodist

Church will continue to be in debate over human sexuality in the next few

years because its doctrine has to be determined by the General Conference.

There is no certainty about when those changes will come, however, it is

likely that the future United Methodist Church will be led in a pluralistic

direction with each local church and individual pastor determining their

stance on human sexuality - with all range of decisions whether fully

inclusive to LGBTQ matters, exclusive to  traditional views of marriage, or

undetermined - being accepted positions. 


