
 

 

HAPPENINGS AROUND THE CHURCH 6.30.16 

 

GENERAL CONFERENCE HOLDS THE LINE ON HOMOSEXUAL 

PRACTICE ISSUES 
By Dr. Riley B. Case 
 

     While the United Methodist General Conference at Portland, Oregon, May 10-20 

dealt with many issues, the one issue of concern for many church members is whether 

the conference would change any of our church's stands on issues relating to same-sex 

marriage and homosexual practice.  The bottom-line report of homosexual practice 

issues is that the present stance remains as it has been: the practice of homosexuality 

is incompatible with Christian teaching; marriage is a relationship between a man and 

a woman; the church does not ordain nor appoint self-avowed practicing 

homosexuals; no church funds are to be used to advocate for the acceptance of 

homosexual practice; pastors who conduct same-sex weddings are subject to charges. 

     Unfortunately, this does not mean that the church can now put this matter behind 

us so that we can concentrate on our mission to make disciples for Jesus Christ for the 

transformation of the world.   More controversy will face the church in days ahead but 

it should be understood clearly that The United Methodist Church in its beliefs as 

stated in the Church's Discipline stands for the traditional Christian understanding on 

human sexuality. 

  

CONFESSINGMOVEMENT URGES PATIENCE; BELIEVES IN A HOPEFUL 

FUTURE FOR UNITED METHODISM 

     Reports in the media on the recent UM General Conference did not report one of 

the most important stories, mostly because it was not a part of the official 

proceedings.  This story had to do with very important confidential conversations 

among some of the top leaders of the church during the General Conference as to how 

United Methodism can face its future with integrity.   These conversations were 

initiated by Bishop Warner Brown, head of the Council of Bishops, and included 

leaders of the Love Your Neighbor Coalition, the group advocating the blessing of 



homosexual practice by the church, leading centrists, and leaders of the evangelical 

groups, Good News and The Confessing Movement.   

    While there have been numerous dialogues, discussions, and debates taking place in 

the church on matters surrounding human sexuality, these recent talks were different 

in that the participants seriously faced the crisis in The United Methodist Church.  

According to the participants there really was a sense of Holy Conferencing and 

seeking the guidance of the Holy Spirit.  These conversations appeared to be leading 

to agreement that various compromise suggestions such as "live and let Live," or local 

option, or tweaking language in the Discipline would not be successful.   Accordingly, 

there was the exploration of the possibility that perhaps some sort of division, or 

separation, or radical structural change was the best way forward. 

     This, of course, was a most radical proposition, and when the entire Council of 

Bishops was apprised of the direction of the talks there was reluctance to give 

wholehearted approval.  Disrupting the (supposed) unity of the church seemed 

impossible.  When the "private" conversations became public (secrets are hard to 

keep) the bishops were asked to give leadership, and with General Conference 

approval, proposed a plan to work through a special commission to carry on the 

conversations.  This plan was approved.  What has been reported is that the General 

Conference could not decide on matters of human sexuality and is turning the work 

over to a special commission.  It would be more accurate to say that facing the reality 

of the church's crisis a special commission has been given the assignment to suggest a 

denominational solution which would respect the integrity of all the interested groups. 

     We have reason to believe that our Confessing Movement will be an important part 

of this commission.  We were represented before by Dr. Maxie Dunnam, former 

president of Asbury Seminary, and Senator Patricia Miller, Executive Director of The 

Confessing Movement.  We are strongly encouraging the bishops to continue these 

two persons on the Commission, as well as other respected evangelicals, so that the 

church can find a way forward with as little disruption as possible. 

  

AFRICAN DELEGATES HELP UNITED METHODISTS REALIZE IT IS A 

GLOBAL CHURCH 

     I met with two African delegates about a week after General Conference and asked 

them their impressions of the conference.  They gave thumbs up and explained they 

were greatly encouraged by the conference.  Sometimes we concentrate so much on 

the problems of the church that we fail to remember that The United Methodist 

Church is a great church.  We are a growing church (thanks to the church in Africa).  

Men and women and children come to know Christ in United Methodist Churches.  

We have ministries to those in need.   We reach out to the disenfranchised, the poor, 

the hurting, and the lost.  Sometimes it takes something like the enthusiasm of our 

overseas members to remind us of that.     

     



NEW YORK CONFERENCE DEFIES DISICIPLINE; ORDAINS PRACTICING 

GAYS 

     The New York Annual Conference is one of several conferences in rebellion 

against the faith and order of The United Methodist Church.  With an act of brazen 

defiance against United Methodism the conference has ordained four open and 

practicing gay or lesbian persons at its conference session June 11.  The four had all 

signed an open letter to The United Methodist Church before the General Conference.  

When the bishop was questioned as to the legality of ordaining or commissioning 

openly gay practicing pastors, Bishop Jane Allen Middleton said it would be improper 

for her as bishop to make any substantive decision (????).   

   

WHAT IS HAPPENING TO THE ONCE-MIGHTY NEW YORK ANNUAL 

CONFERENCE?   

     The New York city area, which is now in the news because it has ordained 

practicing homosexuals in defiance of church law, was once the nerve center of 

Methodism.  The first Methodist class meeting in America, St. John's, was organized 

there.  The Book Concern located there in 1804; the Christian Advocate in 1817; and 

the prestigious Methodist Quarterly Review in 1826.  By the early 1800s the New 

York area was called by the historian Abel Stevens "the garden of Methodism."   

Phoebe Palmer was from New York, as was Fannie Crosby.  "Blessed Assurance" and 

"Rescue the Perishing" are associated with New York.  The famous Five Points 

Mission, one of the first rescue missions in America, was started by Methodists in 

New York.  

     According to the U.S. census, in 1870 30% of all the churches in New York state 

were Methodist (1,745 out of 5,672).  In 1872 there were 57 Methodist churches in 

New York, a city at that time of under one million.  However, in the 20th century the 

New York conference became one of the most liberal of all Methodist conferences.  

The Methodist Federation for Social Service (now Social Action-MFSA) was founded 

in New York and even though it was unofficial, became the church's social action 

agency for many years.  During that period, especially in the 1930s, it was known for 

its intrigue with the communism of the Soviet Union.  

      With liberal Christianity came decline.  By 2006 there were 124,000 United 

Methodists in the New York Conference, an area with a population of 20 million (it 

includes part of Connecticut).  At the present time the membership of the conference 

has fallen to under 100,000.   Worship attendance has fallen from 38,000 in 2006 to 

30,000 in 2015, or a decline of 21% in nine years.  Where Methodism once dominated 

the church scene in New York City area, today only .0015% of the population is in a 

United Methodist Church on a Sunday morning.  Only one church, Flushing First, an 

evangelical Korean congregation, worships more than 1,000.  Only six other churches 

in the conference worship more than 300 on a given Sunday.  132 of its churches do 

not report a Sunday School. 



      What is happening to the once mighty New York Conference?  

  

  

NEW ENGLAND CONFERENCE DEFIES DISCIPLINE; DECLARES NON-

CONFORMITY WITH THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH 

     The New England Conference, meeting June 16-18, has declared an act of "Non-

Conformity" with the General Conference of The United Methodist Church.  The 

conference declared: "we will not conform, or comply with the pronouncements of the 

Book of Discipline which discriminates against LGBTQIA persons."  A delegate 

asked the bishop to make a decision of law on the legality of the resolution.  Bishop 

Sudarshane Devahhar indicated he would make such a decision within 30 days.   After 

the 445-179 vote Pastor Skip Smith of Berwalk UMC in Maine declared before the 

conference: "I respectfully, sadly and through the Holy Spirit, leave the New England 

Annual Conference." 

  

WHAT HAS HAPPENED TO THE ONCE MIGHTY NEW ENGLAND 

CONFERENCE? 

     The New England area was one of the first areas of Methodism to commit to 

theological modernism in the late 1890's.  The earliest and most prestigious Methodist 

Seminary, Boston, greatly influenced New England.  One of its best-known 

professors, Borden Parker Bowne, for 28 years, taught Methodist preachers that 

revelation was not so much in the Scriptures as in experience and in the mind.  Long 

before the 2016 conference decision indicating non-conformity with the UM 

Discipline over issues of sexuality, New England was acting in non-conformity with 

doctrinal standards of the church. 

     Boston Seminary struggles these days, as does the New England Conference.  For 

several years Boston Seminary has had fewer than ten of its graduates each year 

ordained as United Methodist Elders.  The conference covers a geographical area of 

five and a half states.  In that area of 13 million persons, about 28,000, or .002% of 

the population worships in a United Methodist Church each Sunday.  Its worship 

decline in 2016 was 3.9%.  Only three of its 608 churches worship more than 200 per 

Sunday.  About one-third of all of its churches report no children in any classes of 

Christian formation. 

     But New England believes it is answering to a higher call than the United 

Methodist Discipline. 

  

PACIFIC-NORTHWEST CONFERENCE DEFIES DISCIPLINE AND MAKES 

WEIRD REQUEST OF CONNECTIONAL TABLE. 

     On June 25, the Pacific Northwest Conference passed a resolution of non-

conformity with the General Conference of The United Methodist Church.  The 



conference declared it would not conform or comply with the provisions of the 

Discipline because they believe it discriminates against LGBTQIA plus persons.  

     But then in an action that defies logic, and would appear to reduce Christianity to 

politically-correct platitudes, the conference also took action to request the 

Connectional Table lead and fund efforts in cultural competency, anti-racism, anti-

sexism, anti-ageism, anti-homophobic, and anti-oppression training at the conference 

and district levels as well as advocacy and implementation efforts related to the same. 

     Some conferences would like to see the church involved in discipleship training 

and Bible studies but Pacific-Northwest evidently believes the greatest need in the 

church is for "anti-homophobic" and "anti-oppression" training. 

  

WESTERN JURISDICTION HAS NOMINATED TWO OPENLY GAY 

CANDIDATES FOR BISHOP 

      The Western Jurisdiction will be electing one new bishop when it meets later in 

July.  Of the several candidates for bishop announced, two have declared themselves 

to be gay or lesbian - Rev. Frank Wulf and Dr. Karen Oliveto, both from California.  

Dr. Oliveto is perhaps the better known having pastored Glide Memorial Church in 

San Francisco.  According to an article in the New York Times Oliveto has, in 

defiance of the United Methodist 

Discipline, conducted more than 50 same-sex marriage ceremonies.  

     Oliveto has indicated that the issue facing the church is not human sexuality but 

how the church interprets Scripture.  Numbers of persons point out that the 

overwhelming majority of Christian groups in all cultures and from varying 

denominations and in all ages have understood Scripture to mean what it says, 

basically that the practice of homosexuality is incompatible with Christian teaching.  

Oliveto, however, believes that all Christians of all ages have interpreted Scripture 

incorrectly.  

     While all sections of the country are experiencing membership decline in the UM 

Church, the decline in the Western Jurisdiction is reaching frightening levels.  The 

whole jurisdiction, made up of the states of California, Oregon, Washington, Alaska, 

Hawaii, Utah, Montana, Idaho, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico, now possesses 

less than five percent of United Methodists in the U.S.  The total membership is 

20,000 fewer than a single annual conference, North Georgia. 

  

UNITED METHODISM MOVES TOWARD LIFE, WITHDRAWS FROM 

RADICAL PRO-ABORTION GROUP 

     Despite the fact that the Social Principles of the United Methodist 

Discipline has a nuanced and careful statement on abortion the church has often been 

characterized as pro-abortion.  This is because of a resolution in the 

Book of Resolutions titled Responsible Parenthood and because two of its agencies, 

the United Methodist Women and the General Board of Church and Society are 



members of an extreme pro-abortion group, the Religious Coalition for Reproductive 

Choice (RCRC). 

      This has changed.  By a 425-268 vote the UM General Conference directed the 

United Methodist Women and the Board of Church and Society to end ties with the 

Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice (RCRC).  The United Methodist Church 

helped to found this organization in 1972, even before the Roe vs. Wade case was 

decided for abortion by the Supreme Court.  Since that time the coalition has 

advocated for abortion without restrictions-the legal ending of unborn life for any 

reason at any point during pregnancy.  The group supports partial-birth and sex-

selection abortion.  

     In addition, and for good measure, the General Conference also voted against 

replacing in the Discipline the Responsible Parenthood resolution.   

     The Methodist Federation for Social Action is not an official UM agency and 

continues in the coalition.  

  

BOARD AND AGENCY REFORM FAILS AT GENERAL CONFERENCE 

     The United Methodist Church has long been burdened with superagencies that 

have no clear lines of accountability and operate far removed from the concerns of the 

local church.  This goes back to the restructuring after the Methodist-EUB merger in 

1972 when progressive institutionalists pretty much set up the new United Methodist 

Church the way they wanted it.  They set up new agencies (Religion and Race, Status 

and Role of Woman for example), added massive numbers of members to the boards, 

and laid out no clear lines of accountability.  Before 2012 The Connectional Table and 

the Council of Bishops hired an independent group, Apex Healthcare Group, to study 

the effectiveness of the agencies.  The group reported that the general agencies were 

"below average" in almost every area of their operation ("below average" might be 

described as "flunking").  They operated independently from the rest of the church; 

they were too large; they did not cooperate or collaborate; there was too much 

"distance" between them and the annual conferences and local churches. 

     The 2012 General Conference, after much debate, offered a Plan of Action for 

reform but the Judicial Council ruled it unconstitutional.  The reform plan was revised 

to meet constitutional requirements and presented to the 2016 conference as Plan 

UMC.   The plan would have called for folding Religion and Race, the Status and 

Role of Women, and the Commission on Archives and History into other agencies.   

     Those three groups lobbied extensively for the defeat of the plan and, indeed, it did 

fail.  In a bureaucracy-driven institution, structural reform is very difficult. 

  

GENERAL CONFERENCE VOTES TO WITHDRAW UM SUPPORT FOR U.S. 

CAMPAIGN TO END ISRAELI OCCUPATION 

     By a vote of 478-318 the UM General Conference voted to withdraw United 

Methodist support for the 



Campaign to End Israeli Occupation.  Progressives in the church seem to have a lot of 

problems supporting Israel, the only true democracy in the Middle East.  The major 

problem is focused on the West Bank and Israeli occupations there.  The general 

boards and agencies of the church, particularly the Board of Global Ministries and the 

Board of Church and Society, have urged divestments from U.S. companies that have 

a presence in the West Bank. 

     A number of other petitions dealing with Israel were discussed but were not 

brought to a vote.  Legislative committees defeated efforts to divest from Caterpillar 

(48-8) and a petition that called for an educational campaign against Hewitt Packard.   

  

CHARGE CONFERENCE NOW GIVEN RESPONSIBILITY TO PROMOTE THE 

DOCTRINAL STANDARDS AND GENERAL RULES OF THE CHURCH 

     A new paragraph in the section of the Discipline dealing with the duties of the 

charge conference (para. 247.20) instructs the conference to promote awareness of 

concurrence with the Doctrinal Standards and the General Rules of the church.   It is 

revealing that up to this time the charge conference was to support awareness of and 

concurrence with the Social Principles but no mention was made of the importance of 

doctrine and moral practice.   

  

  

REVISION OF DISCIPLINE WILL ALLOW SUPPLEMENTAL MINISTRIES FOR 

WOMEN AND MEN 

     The General Conference voted 409-334 to authorize supplemental ministries in 

addition to United Methodist Women and United Methodist Men.  Another resolution 

affirmed varieties of women's ministry in the local church that could be tailored to a 

church's unique needs. 

     Ever since 1972 the United Methodist Women, at least according to the Discipline, 

has had a monopoly on the official resources and programs that were allowed in 

United Methodist Churches.  This would not have been so bad had the resources and 

programs reflected theological diversity.  Unfortunately, the United Methodist 

Women's materials have reflected only one point of view, that of theological 

liberalism.  This has now been changed to allow resources that local churches may 

want to choose for themselves. 

  

UNITED METHODISM TO RECEIVE NEW HYMNAL 

     The United Methodist Church will have a new hymnal!  This hymnal, however, 

will not be quite like any of the previous hymnals.  The General Conference voted to 

authorize a hymnal that would carry a core of hymns and resources that all churches 

would share while allowing local congregations to customize additional songs, hymns, 

and resources that are more fitting for their local situation.  The resources and songs 

will be available online for use electronically and will include new music as it 



becomes available.  In the fast-changing world of Christian music where many 

churches do not use any hymnals at all this will allow churches much flexibility. 

  

WILL DECLARATIONS OF NON-CONFORMITY AND ACTS OF CHURCH 

DEFIANCE LEAD TO CHURCH DIVISION? 

     At least six annual conferences have passed resolutions of non-conformity against 

the United Methodist General Conference and the church Discipline over matters of 

marriage and human sexuality.  There appear to be more cases in other annual 

conferences where persons are announcing themselves as practicing homosexuals and 

challenging the church to bring complaints and charges against them.  In other places 

pastors are openly officiating at same-sex weddings. 

     This is really no surprise to those who have been a part of The Confessing 

Movement.  Before the General Conference persons who keep up with church politics 

predicted that if major changes were not made toward a more permissive stance on 

matters of human sexuality there are groups in the church willing to engage in acts of 

disobedience, defiance, and rebellion against the order of the church.  Although there 

will be a special commission to offer proposals as to how The United Methodist 

Church can proceed in light of our serious disagreements, a number of progressives in 

the church, including whole annual conferences, have indicated they will not wait for 

a commission or a special General Conference.  They are prepared either to force the 

church to change by overwhelming acts of disobedience or, if necessary, to bring an 

end to United Methodism as we know it by making it impossible for the church even 

to function. Unfortunately, it would appear that a number of bishops agree with them. 

     The issue, it seems, is not just the matter of human sexuality.  At least two annual 

conferences have now joined the Religious Coalition for Reproductive Choice after 

the General Conference legislated removal from the coalition.  In addition, some 

group including institutions have voted to divest from US companies doing business 

in Israel despite General Conference actions. 

     The drama has not yet played itself out.  We await future developments. 


