
 
Welcome and Introductory Comments 

On August 19, 1952 the first worship service of what would become VHUMC today took place in 
a multi-use facility near this site. That congregational launch was the result of a citizen, 
Marshall Burgin, who thought it was important that this new community of Vestavia Hills have a 
Methodist church. The following year, in 1953, this church was chartered as Vestavia Hills 
Methodist Church. As a result of the General Conference in 1968, the Methodist Church 
merged with the Evangelical United Brethren Church creating the United Methodist Church.  

In this document, you will read the rest of the story about how we came to be in this season of 
discernment.

 



Discernment Team Mission 

Our mission is to evaluate and analyze the current relationship of VHUMC with the North 
Alabama United Methodist Conference, and its affiliation with the United Methodist Church, so 
as to ensure that all parties are able to provide the mutual and necessary support to each other 
in a manner that best enables VHUMC to not only meet but exceed its mission to “provide a 
community where everyone can experience a Christ-centered life of purpose.”  

 
 

 

Discernment Team Goals 

• To understand the vision and mission of this congregation. 
• To understand the many and varied issues that have developed or are developing in the 

UMC related to theology, human sexuality, the primacy of scripture, fiscal challenges, 
and governance. 

• To understand the implications of remaining a part of the United Methodist Church. 
• To understand the implications of withdrawing from the United Methodist Church. 
• To better understand the will of the congregation (through feedback in Sunday School, 

personal encounters, the email inbox, and listening sessions.)  
• To provide an opportunity for members of the congregation to become more informed 

about the implications and to be able to express their views on the issues. 
• To discuss the issues openly, tolerantly, and flexibly in a spirit of Christian fellowship. 
• For members of the congregation to individually consider what they believe and why 

they believe it.  
• To engage as many members of the congregation as possible in this process.  
• For the church to be stronger by the end of this process. Not just now, but into the 

future. 



 
The Need for Discernment 

The United Methodist Church is splintering.  This growing divide is often characterized as a 
disagreement over the issue of human sexuality, but many people believe this issue is only one 
issue of many facing the United Methodist Church.  Other concerns include:  

• Governance and Accountability: A concern regarding inconsistent leadership, leading to 
a lack of accountability through a failure to enforce the current Book of Discipline 

• Finances: Concerns about the financial stability of the United Methodist Church and its 
stewardship of its resources, which is exacerbated by the number of churches choosing 
to disaffiliate from the denomination.  

• Pastoral Pipeline: Concerns about a lack of pastoral candidates within the UMC pipeline 
and the potential for churches to be without strong pastoral leadership. 

We as a church need to ask ourselves, “ Is there a path by which we can stay with the UMC 
denomination and continue to carry out our mission as a church, or is there a need to 
disaffiliate and partner with another Methodist denomination or pursue an Independent 
Methodist option?” 



 
Overview of the Discernment Team Process 

Step 1: Gather Information and Formalize the Process: The Discernment Team began our work 
gathering information through meetings with representatives of other churches including 
Frazier UMC, Asbury UMC, Trinity, and The Orchard as well as leaders from other 
denominations which included the United Methodist Church, the Global Methodist Church, and 
the Free Methodist Church. The team made the decision to formally engage in this process, 
and, shortly thereafter, our Bishop released the procedures to be followed in the North 
Alabama Conference. The process we are following as a team and as a church is the process 
that was developed and is required by our Bishop. We executed the discernment Covenant in 
accordance with her process and that was approved by our District Superintendent. That 
Covenant can be found on our website under the Discernment tab. 

Step 2: Share All Findings: As required by the Discernment Covenant, we shared the details of 
this process through email and on our website beginning in June. In this document, we will 
share the results of our research and numerous meetings that we have had with 
representatives from other churches in the discernment process, leaders from other Methodist 
denominations, our own UMC Bishop, the leader of Stay UMC, and our own leadership at 
VHUMC.  

Step 3: Listen to the Congregation:  We have and continue to encourage the congregation to 
share questions, thoughts, and comments with us through various means, including the email 
account, meetings with Sunday school classes, and the  listening sessions.  

Step 4:  Make a Recommendation: Based on information developed and feedback received 
from the congregation, our committee will deliberate and vote on a recommendation to be 
made to the Church Council in October.   

Step 5: ALL VOTE: The Church Council will then agree or disagree with our recommendation. If 
the recommendation is to disaffiliate and the Council agrees by a simple majority, then there 



will be a Church Conference set by the District Superintendent. All members on the current 
church roll who attend the conference can vote, and it will take a 2/3 majority of those 
members present to pass such a resolution. If it were to pass, it then goes to the North 
Alabama Conference where it will be voted on at the December 10, 2022 special conference 
scheduled by the Bishop for the purpose of reviewing and deciding on disaffiliation requests.   

It is important to note that the Discernment Team is not a decision-making body.  We are lay 
members of this church who have investigated the concerns set out above.  We will make a 
recommendation to our church council after our discernment process concludes.  We cannot 
make any decision that impacts our status in the UMC without a vote from the church 
congregation. 

The first half of this document includes the current state of the UMC. The second half of the 
document includes all of the options that we have considered. One option is to remain in the 
UMC. All other options involve disaffiliation and either joining another Methodist denomination 
or operating as an independent Methodist church, possibly as part of a network of similar 
independent Methodist churches. It is very important to note that every single option keeps us 
a Methodist church. 

 
In order to have a clear understanding of the issues confronting our church, it is important to 
understand the historical background, the doctrine and theology, and the governance structure 
of the UMC. 

Doctrine/Theology of the Methodist Church 

Methodists worldwide follow the theological concepts of John Wesley which acknowledge the 
importance of Christian community, the assurance of salvation, and Scripture-based teaching.  
As such, Methodists believe in God’s grace – prevenient, justifying, sanctifying grace that works 
in our lives from cradle to grave. We recognize that the traditions of the church, scientific 
learnings, and our own experience of God can help us know God, but do not supersede 



scripture.  We embrace the Wesleyan emphasis on holiness of heart and life –the concept that 
we are each supposed to grow as a disciple and then change our world through sharing His love 
with others, being the hands and feet of Jesus in the world.  We hold our sacraments of 
communion and baptism as means of encountering God’s grace, that our preaching invites 
people to work out their own salvation, that we engage all people finding God’s call on their life 
–ALL people finding God’s call on their life – that we welcome everyone in the church and help 
people find a Christ-centered life of purpose.  

You will read in this document about the options our Discernment Team has considered for our 
church. It is important to note that we are not considering any option that represents a 
departure from Methodist doctrine and theology.  Every option being considered would have 
us remain a Methodist church.  

 
History and Governance of the Methodist Church 

The UMC has an executive, judicial, and legislative branch, much like our U.S. Government. The 
General Conference, Council of Bishops, and Judicial Council are the three entities that govern 
all United Methodist churches, including ours.  

 



 
The structure is divided into 54 annual conferences in the U.S. and 75 other annual conferences 
worldwide.  Each conference is supervised by a Bishop.  

 
The Book of Discipline of the United Methodist Church is our denomination’s book of law and is 
the product of over 200 years of General Conferences that now form the United Methodist 
Church.  The Book of Discipline includes the theology of the church, the doctrine of the church, 
and how the church is ordered day in and day out, with committees, structure and rules.  

Bishops take an oath to enforce the Discipline; Clergy take an oath upon appointment to live in 
accordance with the Discipline.  



Annual Conferences meet (as the name implies) on a yearly basis – this is where general 
business takes place like setting the annual conference budget, ordaining clergy, reports from 
boards and agencies, and finalizing appointments by the Bishop. 

 

 
This map shows Methodist expressions worldwide. The red on the map represents United 
Methodists; the other colors represent churches with whom we have an affiliate relationship. 
Over 80 different denominations follow a Methodist theology. 

Every four years, the entire worldwide UMC holds a conference called the General Conference 
at which important decisions impacting all United Methodist Churches are made. It is at this 
General Conference that any new legislation is passed and any changes are made to the Book of 
Discipline. New legislation or changes to the Book of Discipline cannot occur absent a General 
Conference being held. 

 



 
Our church is in the North Alabama Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church, which 
includes churches running from central Alabama north to the state line. There are 635 churches 
in our Annual Conference, most of them much smaller than VHUMC. Only about 112 of these 
churches have more than 100 people regularly attending worship at that church.  Only 6.2% of 
these churches worship more than 300 people on an average Sunday.   

• Pie Chart on the left: 
There are a total of 635 churches in the North Alabama Conference. 
93.8% of those worship less than 300 per Sunday. 
6.2% (39 churches) make up the largest churches who worship more than 300 on an 
average Sunday. 

• Pie Chart on the right: 
But when we look at the membership of those churches, the pie looks very different: 
Those same larger churches account for 46% of the total membership 
While all the rest account for 54%. 

We believe many of those 39 larger churches are in a discernment process, but the conference 
has not published those numbers. We do know that, to date, 10 of the top 14 largest churches 
are in the discernment process. Two of those have already voted to disaffiliate – Asbury 
Madison and Cove Church. Two of those have stated that they are in the process with the 
intent to disaffiliate. However, just because a church is going through the discernment process 
does not mean they will ultimately vote to disaffiliate. 

 

 



What about our property? 

Like all churches in the United Methodist Church, we do not own our church property. Instead, 
we hold it in trust for the United Methodist Church, for the benefit of the entire denomination, 
and use of the property is subject to the Book of Discipline.  This is a requirement for any 
church becoming part of the UMC.  This is considered a fundamental expression of United 
Methodism whereby local churches within the denomination are both held accountable to and 
benefit from their connection with the entire worldwide church.  Titles are not held by the UMC 
or by the General Conference of the UMC but instead by Boards of Trustees established for the 
purpose of holding and administering property.  The deeds to the property include a trust 
clause that provides that the property is held in trust for the benefit of the UMC and cannot be 
sold or transferred by the local church.  

Our church property held in trust includes: 

• Main church buildings 
• Total square footage – 130,000  
• 9 acres of land 
• Market value of $25-30 million 

 

 



 
As part of our membership in the UMC and in the North Alabama Annual Conference, we pay 
an annual apportionment.  This is a percentage of our income that is remitted to the UMC.  Our 
annual apportionment is set by the Annual Conference using a formula approved by the UMC. 
In recent years, VHUMC has paid approximately $200,000 annually. 

 
The Southeast and the South-Central jurisdictions of the UMC together provide 60.1% of the 
entire UMC budget. The northeast contributes 16%, the West 6%, north central contributes 
18%.  According to the Officers of the Board of Directors of the UMC General Council on 
Finance and Administration, the Southeast jurisdiction and the South-Central jurisdiction expect 
to lose 24% and 25%, respectively, of budget apportionments as a result of disaffiliations.   



 

 
This chart shows the quadrennial budgets for the UMC. We call your attention to the far right of 
the chart – the total budget.  In red is the budget for 2017-2020; in blue is the quadrennial 
budget for 2021-2024.  In yellow is the projected budget for 2025-2028.  The projected budget 
is based on the results of a survey conducted by the UMC General Council on Finance and 
Administration.  As you can see the quadrennial budget 2017-2020 was set at approximately 
$600M. The budget for 2021-2024 shows a decline to under $500M.  If disaffiliations lead to a 
loss of 20% in total apportionments – and this is considered a conservative estimate – the total 
UMC budget could dip below $400M for the next quadrennial.  

The UMC has fixed costs – the Bishops and administrative costs.  The concern is that once these 
fixed costs are deducted from the total budget, what remains for missions will be significantly 
depleted.   

 



In the UMC, our Bishop and District Superintendent make pastoral placement assignments, in 
consultation with the local church’s Staff Parish Relations Committee.  Pastoral appointments in 
the North Alabama Conference come only from the North Alabama Conference. There are 
concerns about the pipeline of potential pastors in the North Alabama Conference: 

• In 2021, there were 2 interviews and only one ordained clergy in the North Alabama 
Conference.  

• This year, one elder and two deacons were ordained (deacons cannot serve as senior 
pastors).  

• Next year, there are 2 who have applied for elder, but they have not yet gone through 
the screening and interviewing processes.  

• Up until recently, there were usually 6-10 people ordained each year.  
• In 1985 there were over 21,000 elders in the UMC. By 2021, there were just over 11,000 

with more than half of those within 10 years of retirement.  

There is a concern about the small number of pastors in the pipeline as well as a concern about 
a potential shortage of pastors with experience leading a large church like ours. 

 



Division in the UMC 

As revised in 1972, the Book of Discipline prohibits “self-avowed, practicing homosexuals” from 
being appointed as clergy in the UMC. It also prohibits clergy from performing same-sex 
marriages in the UMC.  

Our last regular General Conference was held in 2016. At that Conference, the human sexuality 
debate became so heated that the issue was ultimately tabled and a special session called to 
address these issues.   
 
At this special session in 2019, delegates voted 53% to 47% to retain the existing prohibitions in 
the Book of Discipline on ordination of “self-avowed practicing homosexual” clergy and on 
same-sex marriages.  The Book of Discipline remains that way today. This decision has been 
unpopular with many Annual Conferences, and Bishops in some annual conferences have 
performed same-sex marriages and/or appointed “self-avowed practicing homosexual” clergy 
within their Annual Conference. This is in violation of the Discipline, and there has been no 
action taken to address these violations.  
 
Following the 2019 Special Session, all of the Bishops serving the Western Jurisdiction issued a 
statement that they would not enforce the law of the church that had been adopted by the 
General Conference.  And because of the structure of the denomination, no one can make 
them follow the law of the church.   
 
As a result of the 2019 special session, a group of bishops, clergy and laity representing 
traditionalist, centrist, and progressive theological stances brought forth a compromise called 
The Protocol for Reconciliation and Grace through Separation (“the Protocol”).  The Protocol, if 
passed, would have provided for a split of the UMC into 2 denominations -one more 
progressive and one more traditional-as determined by each annual conference. Individual 
churches which didn’t want to align with their annual conference could opt out into their 



favored denomination. The more traditional church was led by the group that has now formed 
the GMC, and it was to be seeded with $25 million from the UMC and no church was going to 
have to pay any exit penalty for their property.  
 
It was anticipated that The Protocol would be brought up and voted upon at the 2020 General 
Conference; however, that Conference has been postponed now three times and will not be 
conducted until 2024. General Conference was first postponed to 2021 due to COVID.  General 
Conference was postponed again to Fall of 2022. In March of this year, the General Conference 
was again postponed, this time to 2024, due to the perceived inability of foreign delegates to 
obtain visas.  Following this postponement, many African leaders denounced the UMC’s 
postponement, arguing that they had visas and/or had the ability to obtain them in time for the 
meeting. Therefore, most believe that the Protocol is now dead. 

 

 
Another significant development from the 2019 General Conference was passage of Paragraph 
2553, which provides a means for churches to disaffiliate while keeping their property, so long 
as they follow the prescribed process for disaffiliation and satisfy certain financial 
commitments.  In short, churches disaffiliating from the UMC under 2553 must pay any unpaid 
apportionments for the 12 months prior to disaffiliation and an additional 12 months of 
apportionments, along with its share of the Annual Conference’s unfunded pension liability.  To 
give some context to this, if our church were to disaffiliate from the UMC under Paragraph 
2553, we would pay to the UMC between $1.0M and $1.2M.   

Paragraph 2553 expires in December 2023.  At this time, there is no other mechanism for a 
church to disaffiliate and retain its local property.  

 



 

 
Once the 2020 General Conference was postponed for a third time, the traditionalists 
announced the formation of the Global Methodist Church (GMC) to be effective May 1, 2022. 
This Methodist denomination has been formed from the existing Wesleyan Covenant 
Association, continuing the views in alignment with the current Book of Discipline. 

 
As of now, we are not sure whether the United Methodist Church’s General Conference to be 
held in 2024 will be the postponed 2020 General Conference or if that meeting will be declared 
canceled and the meeting in 2024 will be the 2024 Conference.   This is a very significant 
distinction because delegates must be calculated by census before every General Conference. 



So, if the General Conference is considered the 2024 conference, a new census would be 
needed. If that occurs it is very likely that the African delegates would increase substantially, 
and that likely means that a much more conservative majority will be in place for voting 
purposes. On the other hand, if the 2024 conference is considered the postponed 2020 
conference the delegates would be based on the 2020 census. 

It is possible that a new pathway for disaffiliation could be discussed and approved at the 2024 
General Conference, but there has been no information from the UMC about whether any such 
proposal will come before the General Conference. The statement below can be found on the 
UMC web site: 

When the next General Conference can convene, however, it will address multiple 
legislative proposals to alter existing church policies (in both more exclusive and 
more inclusive directions) and to divide or restructure the denomination as a 
result of differences on these and other issues. There is no way to predict at this 
time how that General Conference may respond to these proposals. 

 
Current Timeline of Events/Why Now?  

Paragraph 2553 expires in December 2023, and, at present, there is no other process by which 
a church may disaffiliate from the UMC and retain the local church property.  In March of this 
year, the General Conference that was supposed to occur in the Fall of 2022 was postponed for 
a 3rd time to 2024; thus, there will be no legislation from the General Conference until at least 
2024 – after Paragraph 2553 has expired.  We decided to engage in the process of discernment 
this year, starting in April, in order to ensure we could disaffiliate in advance of the December 
2023 deadline if that is what our church chooses to do.  

 



  
In April, our Bishop announced a special session of the North Alabama Annual Conference to be 
held in December for the purpose of approving requests to disaffiliate. There will be another 
such opportunity at the regularly scheduled Annual Conference in June and potentially another 
in December 2023, although a December 2023 Special Conference has not been set.  

However, our Bishop could be reappointed effective January 2023.  It is possible that the 
requirements or expectations for disaffiliation could change from those established by our 
current Bishop. While this may not happen, our team thought it prudent for our church to 
complete our discernment process while we still have the benefit of partnership with our 
existing Bishop, who has been gracious and helpful throughout this process.   

Another factor we have considered is that the amount of our unfunded pension liability has 
decreased substantially as a result of market changes.  From a financial perspective, 
disaffiliation is less costly at present than it has been over the past several years.  

It is possible that we could stay with the UMC and wait to see what the General Conference in 
2024 will bring.  Given the uncertainty around our disaffiliation options after Paragraph 2553 
expires and our concerns about potential changes that could be made by a new Bishop 
(including to the requirements for exiting under Paragraph 2553), we decided as a team to 
make a recommendation to our Church Council in October 2022 so we can ensure our Church 
Conference on disaffiliation, if one occurs, takes place sufficiently in advance of these 
deadlines.  

In conclusion, it is clear that there is no guarantee that the processes in place will not change 
between now and even next summer, and there is no question that the financial condition of 
our church is stronger than it has been in a very long time. It is for these reasons that 
discernment is appropriate at this time. 

 



 

 
Options Going Forward 

As part of our process, we have met with a number of different Methodist churches to gather 
information regarding the options available to our church. Among the options we have 
considered are the four detailed below and in the chart above.  One characteristic all share is 



that all of these options follow and adhere to the same Methodist doctrine and theology we 
follow today.   

The categories on the left-hand side of the chart above are the categories we have been asked 
most frequently and that our committee has considered when comparing the different options 
available to us.   

UMC:  The first option we are considering is staying with the UMC.  

• Theology/Doctrine: Our theology/doctrine stays the same.  We continue to be governed 
by the Book of Discipline.  It is possible that the prohibitions relating to (human sexuality 
for clergy and same sex marriage) will change in 2024, or 2028, but that is not certain.  

• Governance: As mentioned before, the UMC has an extensive structure, a Council of 
Bishops, Judicial Council, and General Conference as the executive, judicial, and 
legislative branches.  Bishops oversee Annual Conferences, and District Superintendents 
work with the Bishop. Bishops are appointed for life.  

• Apportionments: The Annual Conference sets apportionments using a formula provided 
by the UMC.  Our requested apportionment is 10% of our unrestricted receipts.  It’s 
encouraged, but not required, that we pay that amount. We are currently paying 
approximately $200,000 annually.   

• Church Property: We hold our property in trust for the UMC, as do all United Methodist 
Churches.  

• Pastoral Appointments: Bishops make pastoral placements with input from the pastor 
and local church. Pastoral appointments in the North Alabama Conference are made 
from within the North Alabama Conference.    

Global Methodist Church: The next option we are considering is the Global Methodist Church, 
which launched on May 1, 2022 following the UMC’s decision to postpone the General 
Conference for a third time into 2024.  The Global Methodist Church is theologically 
conservative, with its leadership coming from the Wesleyan Covenant Association.  Keith 
Boyette is their Senior Executive and Administrative Officer.     

• Theology/Doctrine: Our theology/doctrine stays the same.  The Global Methodist 
Church has not yet adopted a Book of Discipline. It is operating under a Transitional 
Book of Doctrines and Discipline, which will be replaced with an official Book of 
Discipline following the Convening Conference of the GMC.  The Transitional Book of 
Doctrines and Discipline has language similar to the UMC’s Book of Discipline in that it 
also prohibits same-sex marriage within the church and the ordination of self-avowed, 
practicing homosexual clergy. 

• Governance: The Global Methodist Church’s structure is similar to that of the UMC, but 
there are some differences. One difference is that there are fewer Bishops, and Bishops 
are not appointed for life.  Presiding Elders will pastor a local church and also serve as a 
mentor/guide within the conference.  

• Apportionments: The required apportionments for the GMC are 6.5% of the church’s 
operating income, with 5% going to the annual conference, 1.5% going to the global 
church. This is set out in the Transitional Book of Doctrines and Discipline. 

• Church Property: Local church property belongs to the local church.  



• Pastoral Appointments: Bishops and Presiding Elders make pastoral appointments in the 
GMC with input from the pastor and the local church.  

Free Methodist Church: We are also considering the Free Methodist Church, which was 
established in 1860.  The Free Methodist Church has had a small presence in Alabama, but 
recently another large Alabama church, Frazier Memorial Church in Montgomery, disaffiliated 
from the UMC in order to join the FMC.   

• Theology/Doctrine: Our theology/doctrine stays the same. The Free Methodist Church 
has its own Book of Discipline.  Like the UMC Book of Discipline, it prohibits same-sex 
marriage and the ordination of  homosexual clergy.  

• Governance: The Free Methodist Church has a smaller structure – three Bishops in the 
U.S. who are elected every 4 years.  

• Apportionments: Apportionments are set by a formula and are capped at $180,000.  
• Church Property: Local church may retain its property in the Free Methodist Church.  
• Pastoral Appointments: Pastoral placements are determined by the Conference and the 

local church.  

Independent:  Churches disaffiliating from the UMC to become an independent Methodist 
church may choose to be a stand-alone independent Methodist church or may choose to join a 
“network” of other independent Methodist churches. There is a network of traditional churches 
called the “Foundry Network.”  We expect other networks to form also, potentially including 
centrist churches.   

• Theology/Doctrine: Our theology/doctrine stays the same.  There is no required 
structure for an independent Methodist Church. Most churches have opted to continue 
to follow the UMC Book of Discipline. 

• Governance: Most independent Methodist churches are governed by their existing 
church committee structure.  

• Apportionments: There are no apportionments required for independent Methodist 
churches.  Also, churches in a network still have no apportionments. Churches can 
decide for themselves what amount they choose to contribute to missional objectives.  

• Church Property: Local church property belongs to the local church. 
• Pastoral Appointments: The church is responsible for selecting clergy.  A network may 

provide a pool of potential clergy candidates, but the local church is ultimately 
responsible for pastoral placement. 

One thing that is clear is that there are many unknowns with any of these options. We do not 
know what the UMC will look like in 2 years, or 4 years, or 8 years, nor do we know what 
changes will come for the GMC and Free Methodist Church.   

Our team is not looking to change who we are as a church. We currently have a strong staff, we 
are in the best financial position we have been in as a church in many years, and our goal is to 
maintain this status. We will ultimately recommend whatever path we believe best retains the 
identity, the outreach, and mission of our church.   

  

 



 
Next Steps 

• Along with our Informational Sessions, the posting of a video and this document, we are 
also continuing to visit Sunday School classes and receive and respond to emails 
expressing opinions and asking questions. 

• We will have three listening sessions to hear feedback and questions from the 
congregation. Some members want to be heard in person and some are more 
comfortable sharing via email, phone call, or one-on-one. Whatever method you 
choose, we encourage you to let your voice be heard. Our goal is to have a firm 
understanding of the will of the congregation.  

• After the listening sessions, the Discernment Team will make a recommendation to the 
Church Council in October. If the recommendation is to disaffiliate and the Church 
Council agrees, we will use the weeks after that to explain the recommendation and 
then the congregation will vote on the final decision. 

• Your questions and comments are very important to us. We will continue to add 
frequently asked questions and answers to our website.  

• We will also continue adding resources and articles to the resource library online as new 
information becomes available. 

 

 

 

 


