
HUMC Q&As 

 
What is the United Methodist Church? 

United Methodists throughout the world are bound together in a connectional covenant in which we 

support and hold each other accountable for faithful discipleship and the mission of Jesus Christ. UMC 

congregations are not in an independent church. Each local church congregation and property is 

connected for the benefit of the denomination, each church, and the ministry and mission of all at home 

and throughout the world. 

What's disaffiliation mean and what's going on? 

Disaffiliation means separating from the Western North Carolina Annual Conference (WNCC) and the 

entire UMC. Across the world, United Methodist regional bodies - called annual conferences -are 

negotiating with churches that wish to withdraw from the United Methodist Church over issues including 

same-sex marriage and gay clergy. The process of withdrawing is called disaffiliation. North Carolina has 

two conferences - the Western North Carolina Conference led by Bishop Ken Carter and the North 

Carolina Conference led by Bishop Leonard E. Fairley. 

Why do churches want to disaffiliate with the United Methodist Church? 

Over the years, discord over the denomination's ban on same-sex marriage and the ordination of openly 

gay clergy has been building, and it doesn't appear to have an easy solution. In North Carolina, there are 

churches that don't agree with the same-sex marriage and openly gay clergy ordination prohibition set 

forth in the denomination's Book of Discipline, a policy book. These congregations, often described as 

progressive or moderate, no longer want to be a part of a denomination that they feel is exclusionary and 

placing limits on LGBTQ individuals and their full inclusion in church life. 

There are North Carolina churches currently attempting to sever ties who do agree with the 

denomination's ban on same-sex marriage and the ordination of openly gay clergy. Why would they want 

to disconnect from the denomination if the prohibition is in keeping with their own theology? These 

churches, considered conservative or traditionalist, are frustrated by the longstanding and increasingly 

contentious denominational debate over the same-sex marriage/openly gay clergy ordination ban. They 

have pushed back against criticism describing them as homophobic because they consider themselves to 

be true adherents of biblical scripture, which says marriage is between one man and one woman and 

homosexuality is incompatible with scripture. Also, some conservative congregations are unhappy with 

what they see as leaders' refusing to punish clergy who disregard the ban. And some congregations 

have problems with what they see as a theological disconnect, which allows some churches and church 

leaders to disavow some core tenets of scripture. 

In general, churches both for and against the denomination's stance on same-sex marriage and 

ordination of openly gay clergy say the ongoing feud over the issue is an unwelcome distraction from the 

faith group's overarching mission to win souls and serve their communities. 

How long has this dispute been going on? 

Like other Christian faith groups in America - notably the Episcopal Church USA, Evangelical Lutheran 

Church in America and the Presbyterian (USA) denominations - the United Methodist Church has 

wrestled with the question of whether homosexuality is compatible with biblical scripture for decades. 

Despite controversy, the Episcopal Church USA, Evangelical Lutheran Church in America and 

Presbyterian (USA) ultimately sanctioned gay marriage and the ordination of gay clergy. 

As for the United Methodist Church, disagreement over the issue of homosexuality has been taking place 

since language about homosexuality was added to the denomination's Book of Discipline back in the 

1970s. Some United Methodist clergy said the issue became more polarizing in 1996, when the 

denomination's General Conference, its top law-making body, adopted a ban on same-sex marriage. The 

denomination's Book of Discipline states that the "the practice of homosexuality is incompatible with 

Christian teaching" and "self-avowed practicing homosexuals" cannot be ordained as ministers, appointed 

to serve or be married in the church. 



In 2019, a special General Conference gathering was held in St. Louis, to specifically discuss the 

denomination's stance on same-sex marriage and the ordination of openly gay clergy. The meeting was 

particularly contentious. Opponents of the prohibition urged delegates to overturn the ban, while those in 

favor of it recommended keeping it. Those pushing to keep the prohibition said the Bible, not an ever 

changing culture, should inform church tenets. They also said clergy and church members in places like 

the Philippines and African countries where homosexual acts may be considered a crime, would face 

persecution if the ban was eased or overturned. Those advocating against the ban described it as bigoted 

and an affront to Jesus' teachings on loving one's neighbor. Ultimately, delegates chose to approve what 

was called the "Traditional Plan" and uphold the ban. 

The most recent catalyst for disaffiliation appears to be the third postponement of the 2020 General 

Conference due to the global COVID-19 pandemic. The gathering was initially postponed to 2021. In 

2021, it was postponed to 2022. Then, in March 2022, the meeting was moved to 2024, with 

denominational leaders saying that some delegates were experiencing long waits for travel visas needed 

to attend the gathering due to a pandemic-related backup in the visa process. 

Many United Methodists expressed frustration over the matter. Advocates for same-sex marriage and 

ordination of openly gay clergy had hoped the legislative body would vote once more on the issue and 

overturn the ban. According to United Methodist News Service, the denomination's official news outlet, 

some United Methodists hoped delegates at the legislative gathering would resolve the denomination's 

longtime debate over LGBTQ inclusion and avoid costly litigation by adopting a formal separation plan. 

The most endorsed of these proposals was called the. Protocol of Reconciliation and Grace Through 

Separation. 

What is the Protocol (Protocol of Reconciliation and Grace) 

The "Protocol of Reconciliation and Grace through Separation", commonly referred to as the Protocol, 

was negotiated by a mediation team of progressives, centrists, traditionalists, and bishops under the 

guidance of renowned mediator Kenneth Feinberg, Esq. Most of the signers represented centrist and 

progressive advocacy groups during the mediation work. The Protocol was publicly unveiled in January 

2020 and its enabling legislation was submitted for consideration at the 2020 General Conference. It 

provided for central conferences, annual conferences, local churches, and clergy to have a clear way to 

separate from The United Methodist Church to form or join a new Methodist denomination. The protocol 

would have allowed theologically conservative churches and annual conferences to leave with property 

and $25 million in United Methodist funds to form a new denomination. 

Are there other plans available to consider? 

The Christmas Covenant, another legislative package submitted to General Conference, originated with 

delegates from central conferences who hoped to maintain church unity. The proposed Christmas 

Covenant would give more autonomy to different geographic regions of The United Methodist Church and 

potentially leave questions related to LGBTQ ministry up to each region. The legislation reinforces being 

together under one roof while respecting cultural differences and different understandings of scripture. To 

take effect, the legislation requires amendments to the denomination's constitution. 

Are there other conflicts that have driven the schism that are now taking place? 

The conflict in United Methodism has long manifest itself around the question of human sexuality. But 

that's only been the presenting issue. Deeper, more substantial conflicts have driven the schism that is 

now taking place. Among those issues are an orthodox understanding of God, the person and work of 

Christ, the nature of the authority and interpretation of Scripture, what it means to be Wesleyan, and 

institutional dysfunction. Our bishops are divided, and the majority of our bishops have set themselves 

against our General Conference. This dysfunction comes with no effective means of accountability.  The 

denomination is conflicted, and all attempts to resolve it have failed. The institution is unhealthy, and no 

cure has been found. That is why traditionally minded United Methodists are leaving. It's not primarily 

about sex. It's not even primarily about doctrines. It's about the accountability of our ecclesial leadership. 

Why are United Methodist churches trying to disaffiliate now? 

During the special 2019 General Conference gathering in St. Louis, delegates approved the addition of a 

new paragraph, ('12553), to the denomination's policy book, which allows for churches to disaffiliate from 

the denomination based on their disagreement with the United Methodist Church's stance on human 



sexuality. In April 2021, the Judicial Council of the United Methodist Church affirmed the constitutionality 

of this paragraph, smoothing the way for each conference to implement their own disaffiliation process. 

The provision of this paragraph will remain in effect until Dec. 31, 2023 

How will churches disaffiliate? 

Disaffiliation requirements vary from conference to conference. In North Carolina some churches have 

initiated the process to disaffiliate from the United Methodist Church. Each of these churches has met the 

Western North Carolina Conference's requirements for disaffiliation (which are generally in keeping with 

disaffiliation requirements upheld by the denomination's Judicial Council). The process includes: 

• Holding a congregation-wide vote with at least 66.7%, or two thirds, of the congregation voting in 

favor of severing ties with the denomination. 

• Paying any unpaid annual apportionments for previous years, as well as the current year, plus 

annual apportionments for an additional year after disaffiliation. Annual apportionments support 

ministry outside the local church. 

Delegates at the next Western North Carolina United Methodist Conference will vote to ratify or deny 

ratification of each church's congregational disaffiliation vote. In other words, delegates will make 

decisions regarding the churches' requests to officially withdraw from the denomination. 

What Is the typical timeline for a congregation to withdraw from The United Methodist Church? 

Withdrawal from The United Methodist Church requires an assessment/discernment process guided by 

the District Superintendent. In addition, a church conference, negotiation of the withdrawal agreement 

and vote at the Annual Conference session are necessary steps. The time from the initial conversation 

· with the District Superintendent to the negotiated agreement typically takes a minimum of six months. 

This is finalized by a majority vote at the following Annual Conference meeting. 

Can Annual Conferences Disaffiliate? 

The Judicial Council has ruled that for now, individual churches - if they meet certain conditions - can 

leave the denomination while entire U.S. annual conferences cannot. The Judicial Council determined 

that annual conferences are a key part of The United Methodist Church's connectional system of 

governance. Because of that, the church court ruled that only General Conference - the denomination's 

top lawmaking body with authority over connectional matters - can establish the proce s by which an 

annual conference can leave the connection. 

Is there an advantage for local churches to wait until after GC2024 to consider disaffiliating? 

 
There are several reasons a local church could benefit financially by waiting until 2024 to move forward 

with plans to withdraw from The United Methodist Church, including the following: 

 
• Wespath plans to introduce a new Book of Discipline 1]2555 which will allow a viable disaffiliating 

group to remain a sponsor of a sequestered portion of their related pension liabilities. Under the 

proposed legislation, a pension withdrawal payment, which can be substantial, would not be 

required. If a disaffiliating group does not meet the viability standards as determined by Wespath 

or chooses not to remain a plan sponsor, the group (i.e., its member churches) would be required 

to make a market-based unfunded pension liability payment. 

 
• Legislation introduced in a new Book of Discipline 1]2556 "Reconciliation and Grace Through 

Separation and Restructuring," known as the "Protocol" will be before the delegates of the 2024 

General Conference. The current Protocol legislation provides a mechanism for churches joining 

a viable new expression of Methodism to carry their pension liability with them into the new 

denomination as opposed to making a withdrawal liability payment to the Western North Carolina 

Conference. The current Protocol legislation also permits local churches to keep their property. 

Churches who want to disaffiliate from The United Methodist Church under the proposed terms of 

the Protocol would need to wait until General Conference adopts the Protocol or similar 

legislation. 



Minimal financial disruption upon leaving The United Methodist Church is good stewardship. The best 

way to avoid any adverse financial consequences of not waiting is to simply wait until 2024. As is the 

case with all legislation presented at General Conference, the Wespath and Protocol proposals could be 

amended during General Conference. 

 
What's next? 

Delegates with the Western North Carolina United Methodist Conference are expected to consider more 

churches wishing to disaffiliate at the conference's annual meeting in June 2023. Some churches may 

need time to hold official congregational discussions and votes on disaffiliation. Also, some may need 

time to come up with the money needed to fulfill their obligations to the conference that are required to 

sever ties. 

Meanwhile, the denomination is expected to hold its long-delayed General Conference assembly in 2024. 

As the denomination's top lawmaking body, General Conference delegates may once again take up the 

matter of the faith group's ban on same-sex marriage and openly gay ordination. 

What should local churches do - stay or leave? 

A solution will come through conversation and relationship. We can solve our problems only by keeping 

our focus on our respective missions and the bond we share in Christ and the practice of conferencing. 

Conferencing implies trust that the Holy Spirit speaks through the gathered community. As United 

Methodists prayerfully, humbly gather to study the Scriptures and discern how to apply them in the 

situations that arise using resources such as reason, tradition, and experience we trust that a consensus 

is evidence of the Spirit speaking to us. A lack of consensus means that there's more listening, praying, 

studying, and conferencing to do. 

Local churches should make decisions based on the actual differences. Do you think the whole Bible is 

inerrantly, infallibly, literally applicable as it's always written for all situations for the rest of time? Or do 

you think there are situations that require holy conferencing, sacred conversations in which we listen for 

the Spirit and seek consensus, because there are parts of the Bible that seem to have been applicable to 

the time in which they were written, but not in every situation in every time for all time? Local churches 

should make decisions based on which is most likely to help you produce the fruit of the Holy Spirit. 

Decide which one will help you to love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind, and strength; and 

which one will help you love your neighbor as yourself. 


