
How Did the United Methodist Church Get to This Point? 
The present denomination was founded in 1968 in Dallas, Texas, by union of the Methodist Church and 
the Evangelical United Brethren Church.  Discussion, concern, and disagreement over the practice of 
homosexuality started almost immediately at the 1972 General Conference 
 
1972 General Conference 
 
At this first General Conference the Board of Church and Society proposed the very first Social Principles 
for the new United Methodist and the conference endorsed “theological pluralism”. One of the 
provisions in the proposal indicated a sympathetic acceptance of homosexuality. Traditionalist delegates 
at General Conference were concerned that the biblical position regarding same-sex behavior was 
disregarded, and the conference voted to add words clarifying that “the practice of homosexuality is 
incompatible with Christian teaching.” Those words have remained in our Social Principles ever since. 
 
Almost immediately, those who disagreed with a traditionalist position began lobbying to remove those 
words and change the church’s position to one of tolerance and even affirmation of same-sex practices. 
The church was not able to deal effectively with instances of high-profile disobedience through the 
normal accountability channels. This led to the addition of language in subsequent General Conferences 
mandating “fidelity in marriage and celibacy in singleness” for clergy, prohibiting the candidacy, 
ordination, or appointment of “self-avowed practicing homosexuals” as pastors, or performing of same-
sex weddings. Each time language was added, it was to close a loophole in the accountability process to 
reflect the church’s historic teaching. 
 
Over the past 50 years, there have been several church-wide studies, many annual conference task 
forces, and numerous dialogs between persons with opposing perspectives, seeking to come to some 
common ground.  Despite numerous efforts to change the Book of Discipline, the outcome at every 
General Conference has been to affirm the historic and biblical teaching of the church. 
 
2012 General Conference 
 
The closest the church came to changing its position regarding marriage and sexuality was in 2012, when 
a motion to say that the church is “not of one mind” on these concerns failed 54 to 46 percent. In the 
run-up to that General Conference, over 1,100 clergy signed up on a website their willingness to 
perform same-sex weddings in defiance of the Book of Discipline. 
 
On the Verge of Schism 
 
After the 2012 conference and after one retired UMC Bishop and several active UMC clergy openly 
defied the Book of Discipline performing same-sex weddings, it was evident that the church was headed 
for a split.  The 2016 General Conference agreed that all proposals regarding sexuality were put on hold 
until a Special 2019 General Conference would meet to consider exclusively this issue. 
 

Special 2019 General Conference 

The Special 2019 General Conference, held in St. Louis, mainly considered three proposals: a Traditional 
Plan to strengthen accountability to the church’s current position, a One Church Plan to allow annual 
conferences and local churches to determine their own stance on same-sex marriage and ordination, 



and a Connectional Conference Plan to create three new “jurisdictions” within the UM Church, based on 
viewpoint on ministry with LGBTQ persons. 

The Traditional Plan passed by 53 to 47 percent. 
 
Anticipating that some churches would not accept the Traditional Plan, Paragraph 2553 was adopted by 
the 2019 General Conference to provide a way for congregations to leave the denomination over 
disagreements on human sexuality.  This paragraph allowed churches to leave the UMC denomination 
and be released from the UMC trust clause (allowed to keep their property) if 2/3 of present voting 
members voted in favor of disaffiliation and associated fees were paid. 
 
Aftermath of the Special 2019 General Conference 
 
However, many more churches than anticipated refused to accept the Traditional Plan, and they also 
refused to leave the denomination, determined to stay and resist the church’s decision. 
 
Further complicating matters, about half the provisions of the Traditional Plan that strengthened 
penalties for divergence from the Book of Discipline were declared unconstitutional by the Judicial 
Council, due to the lack of adequate refinement of the plan by the Commission prior to the 2019 
conference.  
 
Additionally, some bishops and as many as 28 out of 54 annual conferences in the U.S. declared that 
they would not abide by the Book of Discipline on these matters. They declared that they would operate 
as if the One Church Plan had passed. This has thrown the UM Church into a constitutional crisis. When 
a sizable portion of the church rejects the outcome of “Christian conferencing” and is unwilling to live by 
our duly adopted policies, there is a stalemate. 
 
It is this constitutional crisis that has led most leaders in the church to come to believe that some form 
of separation is necessary (or is inevitable) to resolve the conflict. Various proposals for separation were 
developed and submitted to the 2020 General Conference. The election of delegates to that conference 
resulted in fewer traditionalist delegates being elected in the U.S., particularly among the clergy. 
 
Seeking an Amicable Split 
 
In an attempt to put forward an amicable separation plan, Bishop John Yambasu of Sierra Leone 
convened a negotiating group of prominent progressive, centrist, and traditionalist leaders, along with 
representatives from the Council of Bishops. Aided by the efforts of renowned mediator Kenneth 
Feinberg, Esq., the group came to an agreement to propose the Protocol for Reconciliation and Grace 
through Separation. The Protocol had unanimous agreement from all the leaders in the group and was 
supported by nearly all the traditionalist, centrist, and progressive caucus groups in the church. 
 
The Protocol, announced in January 2020, provided for the formation of new expressions of Methodism 
– new denominations that could be traditionalist or progressive in theology. Central Conferences 
(regions outside the U.S.) could separate from the UM Church by a two-thirds vote to join a new 
denomination. All its annual conferences and local churches would go with the central conference 
unless they chose otherwise. Annual Conferences could separate from the UM Church by a 57 percent 
vote to join a new denomination. All its local churches would go with the annual conference unless they 
chose otherwise. Local churches could separate from the UM Church by either a simple majority or two-



thirds vote (as chosen by their church council). This process provided a uniform way for separation to 
occur, with the hope of minimizing conflict at the local church level. Only those local churches that 
disagreed with their annual conference’s decision would have to vote. 
 
Financially, no annual conference or local church would have had to make payments to depart from the 
UM Church, other than the request to be current on apportionments at the time of departure. Pension 
liabilities would be transferred to the new denomination for those who separated. New traditionalist 
denomination(s) would receive $25 million from the UM Church over four years and new progressive 
denomination(s) would receive $2 million. (It was anticipated that any progressive denomination 
forming would be much smaller.) 
 
This proposed amicable separation plan was broadly supported in the church and looked ready to pass 
at the 2020 General Conference, which would have created a uniform, orderly process for separation to 
occur. Then Covid hit. The 2020 General Conference was postponed until 2021, and then again until 
2022. Finally, General Conference was postponed to 2024.  
 
Support for Protocol for Grace and Reconciliation through Separation Falls Apart 
 
By this time, many centrist and progressive leaders had become disillusioned with the Protocol, 
believing it gave too much ground and would facilitate too much of the church separating into a new 
denomination(s). 
 
Faced with this further delay and the prospect of many traditionalists beginning to vote with their feet 
by exiting their local UM congregations, leaders of the Global Methodist Church announced the launch 
of their new traditionalist denomination as of May 1, 2022. On the heels of that announcement, all the 
remaining centrist and progressive signatories to the Protocol withdrew their support, meaning that the 
Protocol would be unlikely to pass the 2024 General Conference. This left churches with only one known 
option for disaffiliation, the Special 2019 General Conference - Paragraph 2553, which expires on 
December 31, 2023.  
 
Numbers of Disaffiliating Churches & Where they are Going 
 
At the end of 2022 more than 2,000 congregations had officially disaffiliated from the UM Church (6.6% 
of US churches) and 1,100 of them had officially joined the Global Methodist Church. It is estimated that 
an additional 1,000 to 3,000 churches may disaffiliate from the UM Church in 2023 before Par. 2553 
expires. A few annual conferences are having special meetings toward the end of the year to approve 
last-minute disaffiliations. 
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