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#GC2019 FAQ  
 
What does “GC2019” mean?  
That is the shorthand way members of the United Methodist Church (UMC) are referring to the special 
called United Methodist General Conference on February 23-26 in St. Louis, Missouri.  
 
What is a United Methodist Church General Conference?  
In the United Methodist Church, delegates from all over the world gather at General Conference every four 
years to perform the legislative tasks for the church, such as revising and updating the denomination’s 
organizational guidelines in “The Book of Discipline.” General Conference is the only body that can officially 
speak for the denomination.  
 
How does the General Conference fit into the organizational structure of the UMC? 
Just as the United States government has three branches (Congress is the Legislative Branch; the 
Presidency is the Executive Branch; the Supreme Court is the Judicial Branch), the United Methodist Church 
has three branches. The General Conference is the Legislative Branch; the Council of Bishops is the 
Executive Branch; the Judicial Council is the Judicial Branch.  
 
What is so important about the special UMC General Conference that has been called for February 
23-26 in St. Louis, Missouri?  
For the first time since 1968, the Council of Bishops has called a special session of General Conference in 
order to resolve a long-standing and growing tension in the denomination over the theology and role of 
human sexuality in ordination and marriage.  
 
What specifically led to this special General Conference? 
The UMC has been increasingly consumed and divided over the question of human sexuality in general and 
the role of LGBTQ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer) persons in the church’s life for the past 50 
years. However, at the 2016 General Conference, it was clear to everyone that our denomination had 
reached a breaking point on the issue and was headed toward a major split. By a vote of 428 to 405, the 
2016 General Conference decided not to take up any legislation related to homosexuality and instead 
authorized the Council of Bishops to form a group that became known as the Commission on a Way 
Forward. The Commission was to explore potential ways our denomination could remain intact. Their task 
was to “develop a complete examination and possible revision of every paragraph in [the] Book of 
Discipline regarding human sexuality.” The Commission on a Way Forward developed three plans that it 
presented to the Council of Bishops, which, in turn will report those plans to the 2019 called General 
Conference for review and action.  
  
What is The Book of Discipline? 
The Book of Discipline is the fundamental book outlining the law, doctrine, administration, organizational 
work and procedures of The United Methodist Church. Each General Conference amends The Book of 
Discipline, and the actions of the General Conference are reflected in a quadrennial revision. It is often 
referred to as The Discipline. 
 
What is the the Book of Discipline currently say about the theology and role of human sexuality in 
ordination and marriage? 
Here are the most pertinent paragraphs from the 2016 Book of Discipline. 
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Regarding church membership 

• ¶ 4. Article IV. Inclusiveness of the Church: The United Methodist Church acknowledges that all 
persons are of sacred worth. All persons without regard to race, color, national origin, status, or 
economic condition, shall be eligible to attend its worship services, participate in its programs, 
receive the sacraments, upon baptism be admitted as baptized members, and upon taking vows 
declaring the Christian faith, become professing members in any local church in the connection. 

• ¶ 214. Eligibility: All people may attend its worship services, participate in its programs, receive the 
sacraments and become members in any local church in the connection (¶ 4).  

Regarding the ministry of the ordained 
• ¶ 304.3: The practice of homosexuality is incompatible with Christian teaching. Therefore self-

avowed practicing homosexuals are not to be certified as candidates, ordained as ministers, or 
appointed to serve in The United Methodist Church. (A “self-avowed practicing homosexual” is 
defined as “a person openly acknowledges to a bishop, district superintendent, district committee of 
ordained ministry, board of ordained ministry, or clergy session that the person is a practicing 
homosexual.”) 

• ¶ 341.6: Ceremonies that celebrate homosexual unions shall not be conducted by our ministers 
and shall not be conducted in our churches. 

Regarding United Methodist funds 
• ¶ 613: The [conference council on finance and administration] shall have authority and 

responsibility to .... ensure that no annual conference board, agency, committee, commission, or 
council shall give United Methodist funds to any gay caucus or group, or otherwise use such funds 
to promote the acceptance of homosexuality or violate the expressed commitment of The UMC 
"not to reject or condemn lesbian and gay members and friends" (¶ 161F). 

• ¶ 806.9: [The General Council on Finance and Administration] shall be responsible for ensuring 
that no board, agency, committee, commission, or council shall give United Methodist funds to any 
gay caucus or group, or otherwise use such funds to promote the acceptance of homosexuality or 
violate the expressed commitment of The United Methodist Church 'not to reject or condemn 
lesbian and gay members and friends' (¶ 161F).  

 
Who was on the Commission On A Way Forward? 
Created by the Council on Bishops, the Commission was a diverse body of 32 people that represented the 
global church with members coming from nine countries with a variety of theological perspectives, 
representing all sides of the issue on human sexuality, and who were deeply committed to the future of The 
United Methodist Church. The Commission consisted of 8 bishops, 13 other clergy members, and 11 lay 
members. It included younger persons, LGBTQ persons, professors, administrators, pastors, youth 
ministers, campus ministers, lay leaders, large church pastors, and persons identified with renewal and 
advocacy groups. 
 
What are the three plans, developed by the Commission On A Way Forward, which the Council of 
Bishops will present at the 2019 General Conference?  
The three plans are called The One Church Plan, The Traditionalist Plan, and The Connectional Conference 
Plan. Although the Council of Bishops voted by an overwhelming majority to submit all three plans to the 
2019 General Conference, the majority of the Council on Bishops recommended The One Church Plan.  
  
The One Church Plan is built on the belief that local congregations and Annual Conferences around the 
world find themselves in very different contexts. Under this plan, the restrictive language regarding human 
sexuality in The Book of Discipline would be removed. Each Annual Conference would decide its ordination 
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standards; each local church would decide if they would allow same-sex weddings to place in their 
buildings; and each pastor would decide whether to officiate at a same-sex marriage. No pastor would be 
forced to officiate such a marriage, even if their appointed church approved same-sex marriage to be 
performed in their church. Likewise, no church would be forced to allow same-sex marriages to take place, 
even if their pastor was willing to perform that marriage.  
  
The Traditionalist Plan is built on the belief that our denomination needs to strengthen the current policies 
which prohibit the ordination of LGBTQ members and same-sex marriages. Under this plan, the restrictive 
language regarding human sexuality in The Book of Discipline would be retained and the accountability 
procedure for those breaking the Discipline strengthened, including increased punitive actions for bishops, 
pastors, and local churches who participated in same-sex marriages or ordination of LGBTQ pastors.  
  
The Connectional Conference Plan is built on the belief that while United Methodists disagree on this issue 
of human sexuality, we agree on much more. Under this plan, three organizations (one conservative as The 
Traditionalist Plan above; one progressive, celebrating the full inclusion of LGBTQ persons; and one which 
reflects the same contextualization as The One Church Plan above) would be created, all under the larger 
denominational title “The United Methodist Church.” Each of these three organizations would create its own 
ordination and marriage standards, while maintaining the ability to be in mission and service together. This 
plan would require amendments to the UMC Constitution. 
 
Where can I view a copy of the three plans?  
You may see the three plans at: http://s3.amazonaws.com/Website_Properties/council-of-
bishops/news_and_statements/documents/Way_Forward_Report_-_Final_-_ENGLISH.pdf 
 
What is The Simple Plan?  
The Simple Plan is a fourth plan that has recently been approved for consideration by the General 
Conference. That is because any person or group in the UMC can offer petitions for consideration by a 
General Conference. For this gathering, only petitions deemed “in harmony” with the purpose of this 
special General Conference (to find a way for the denomination to remain together in spite of our 
theological differences over human sexuality) will be discussed. “The Simple Plan,” passed that standard 
and will be considered in St. Louis on February 23-26. 
 
The Simple Plan was offered by the United Methodist Queer Clergy Caucus as an alternative to the other 
plans. Drawing on John Wesley’s axiom “do no harm,” the Simple Plan calls for the elimination of all 
language in the denomination’s Social Principles and Book of Discipline that limits the role of homosexual 
people in the church. It allows for local congregations and conferences to continue with their own process 
of discernment without forcing them at a particular pace or a particular direction.  
 
Will one of those four plans be passed?  
It is very unlikely that any of the four plans will be passed without the General Conference delegates making 
changes to them. Most likely what will happen is that the delegates will select one of these three plans as a 
beginning point and spend the remainder of their time at General Conference reviewing and refining that 
one plan by considering petitions (amendments to change each plan) that have already been submitted by 
individuals and groups within the UMC.  
 
Who is able to vote at General Conference? 
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Every four years, prior to the next General Conference, the UMC determines the number of delegates from 
each annual conference. The United Methodist Church’s constitution requires that even the smallest annual 
conferences get two General Conference delegates. Beyond the mandatory-minimum of two delegates, the 
remainder of the delegation is chosen proportionally, as in the U.S. House of Representatives. Conferences 
with large numbers of lay members and clergy get more delegates. Therefore, delegates and alternates 
were selected from around the world to attend the 2016 General Conference. Those same delegates and 
alternates will form the 864 voting members of this special, called General Conference.  
 
What is the name of First United Methodist Church, Oak Ridge’s Annual Conference and who are our 
delegates to the General Conference? 
FUMCOR is a part of the Holston Annual Conference. The Holston Conference delegation consists of six 
voting clergy persons with two alternates and six voting lay persons with two alternates. 

Clergy: Kim Goddard, Sandra Johnson, Carol Wilson, Wil Cantrell, Randy Frye, Mark Flynn, Paul Seay 
(alt.), and Dennie Humphreys (alt.) 
Lay: Del Holley, Emily Ballard, Becky Hall, John Tate, Bob Lockaby, Karen Wright, Joyce Moore (alt.), 
and John Eldridge (alt.) 

 
What is the difference between a representative and a delegate?  
A representative carries the decision of those who selected them to a larger body, like electoral college 
members after a presidential election. A delegate represents an area or group of people, but they vote their 
conscience on whatever legislation arises, like members of Congress. General Conference legislation, in the 
form of petitions, resolutions, and reports, changes throughout the legislative process. While a delegate (or 
an Annual Conference) might favor a particular petition or resolution as it is originally submitted, there is no 
way to know what the will of an Annual Conference would be on that same legislation when it is time to 
vote. General Conference delegates also hear presentations and receive information on petitions that 
potentially changes their vote. 
 
What is the history of the UMC with questions of human sexuality?  
The UMC General Conference first publicly debated the issue of homosexuality in 1972. There, in Atlanta, 
Georgia, delegates added the statement, “The United Methodist Church does not condone the practice of 
homosexuality and considers this practice incompatible with Christian teaching” to The Book of Discipline. 
Forty-four years later, the 2016 General Conference was still debating those words. The energy and 
urgency of this situation has been magnified over the years by conservative and progressive coalitions, as 
well as groups with an agenda to tear the denomination apart. As a result of the emotional investment of all 
sides on the topic, General Conferences delegates for the last 40 years have spent an extraordinary amount 
of energy and time on topics surrounding human sexuality.  
 
Recently, feeling this issue is akin to the civil rights movement of the 1960s, some annual conferences have 
begun ignoring General Conference directives on same-sex unions and ordination of LGBTQ persons. They 
see these actions, on this one topic of human sexuality as a form of prophetic disobedience in the same way 
that civil rights leaders broke the law to bring about conversation and change. They are openly marrying 
LGBT people, as well as ordaining them. In response, conservative annual conferences have brought 
charges to the judicial council against bishops, annual conferences, and individuals. However, since The 
Discipline gives bishops and their annual conference the responsibility of determining appropriate 
discipline against clergy members who do not adhere to the rules, more progressive annual and 
jurisdictional conferences have chosen not to enforce those rules. 
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It is fair to say that every petition, every proposed budget, every committee and task force at General 
Conference is now examined with an eye toward hidden agendas in this debate. While the majority of UMC 
members do not want to split, almost everyone involved in the situation is exhausted with the ongoing 
tensions and frustrated by how this one topic has overshadowed so many other important issues, such as 
our declining membership, with no end in sight.  
 
How have the changes in the cultural view of LGBTQ issues affected the situation?  
This entire conversation is being debated in the midst of an American culture that is changing its views on 
homosexuality, in general, and same-sex marriage, in particular. When the Discipline’s language was 
passed, a small fraction of the U.S. population supported same-sex marriage. In 2015, the U.S. Supreme 
Court established same-sex civil marriage as a constitutional right. A May 23, 2018 Gallop poll shows 67% 
of Americans support same-sex marriage. Those changes have certainly emboldened the progressive 
members in the American UMC. However, that level of support does not exist everywhere. The global 
United Methodist Church includes the continent of Africa where homosexual acts are criminalized in 38 of 
54 countries. Thirty percent of delegates to the 2016 General Conference were from Africa. Those same 
delegates and that same percentage will be present at the called General Conference in 2019. The African 
delegation is very conservative, usually voting with the conservative U.S. delegates on issues of human 
sexuality.  
 
Are the General Conference delegates voting on what the Bible says about human sexuality? 
In the midst of our long-standing General Conference disagreements, one thing has been made abundantly 
clear to people on all sides of the issue: good, loving Christians disagree over the issue of how to interpret 
the Bible on the topic of human sexuality. Over the last decade, multiple Christians denominations have 
split over this topic. There are strong, biblically-based arguments to be made for and against ordination of 
LGBTQ persons and same-sex marriage. All sides in this debate recognize scripture as the primary authority 
for our life and faith. However, there is significant disagreement within United Methodism about how to 
interpret the scriptures in regards to LGBTQ inclusion.  
 
Is the purpose of the General Conference to settle all the questions related to Biblical interpretation 
and Christian ethics surrounding LGBTQ inclusion once and for all? No, the purpose of the called 
General Conference is to discern how the United Methodist Church can move faithfully into the future given 
that large segments of United Methodists disagree strongly about LGBTQ inclusion and are unlikely to 
reach agreement in the near future.  
 
What are the most likely scenarios which will arise following General Conference?  
Here are three of the most likely scenarios emerging from General Conference. 
• General Conference passes The Traditionalist Plan or a modified version of it. This plan moves the 

denomination toward a more conservative theological position, strengthening the current ban on same-
sex marriages and ordination of LGBTQ persons, and creating more punitive measures to enforce 
compliance. Under this plan, churches will most likely be allowed a “gracious exit” to another 
denomination or to become independent while maintaining their property. Each Annual Conference will 
vote on whether to stay in or leave the denomination. Local churches who disagree with their Annual 
Conference’s stance will be allowed to have a church-wide vote to leave the denomination or not. If this 
scenario takes place, Holston Annual Conference will almost assuredly vote to remain in the more 
conservative denomination. Most likely, a number of progressive churches will leave to form a new, 
progressive Wesleyan denomination. FUMCOR will have to decide if it wants to be a part of the more-
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conservative UMC, leave to join the new more progressive denomination, or seek to become an 
independent church.  
• General Conference passes The One Church Plan or a modified version of it. This plan allows each Annual 

Conference to decide its own ordination standards, each church to decide if same-sex weddings will be 
held in their building, and each pastor to decide if they will perform same-sex weddings. If this takes 
place, a large number of conservative churches have declared they will leave to begin a new, conservative 
Wesleyan denomination. Holston Annual Conference will most likely continue to not ordain LGBTQ 
persons, and FUMCOR will have to decide if it wants to allow same-sex marriages to take place in its 
sanctuary. 
• General Conference is unable, due to legal rulings, protests, or indecision, to make any decision on 

human sexuality. This is unlikely but possible. If this takes place, things within the UMC remain as they are 
now, with a ban on same-sex marriages and no ordination of LGBTQ persons “officially” recognized. 
However, the same conservative churches that have promised to leave under the One Church Plan have 
also announced they will leave under this scenario in order to form a new, conservative Wesleyan 
denomination.  

 
Will the decisions reached at General Conference be immediately implemented at First UMC, Oak 
Ridge?  
No. Regardless of what decisions are made in late February, our local church will not feel any effects for 
quite a while. The three plans allow for congregations to spend time in prayer, reflection, and conversation, 
in some cases up to two years, following the decisions of General Conference. This means that First UMC, 
Oak Ridge will continue to function as it has been for years. Our FUMCOR leadership is committed to 
ensuring multiple opportunities for open dialogue, conversation, small group discussion, and prayer about 
these subjects in the coming year.  
 
What is First UMC, Oak Ridge going to do leading up to the General conference?  
FUMCOR is going to spend the months leading up General Conference in conversation and worship. Rev 
Chris Black is going to teach our Pastor's Bible Study during Sunday School on Sunday mornings, January 6 
— February 13 focusing on the specific biblical passages that are often applied to the debate on human 
sexuality. He will also lead those same classes on the following Wednesday nights at 6 pm, for those who 
cannot attend on Sunday. Rev. Mark Flynn will Lead a “Coffee, Dessert, and Difficult Conversation” on 
Wednesday, February 6, entitled “The Bible and Human Sexuality.” He will address the various ways of 
interpreting scripture regarding human sexuality using the Wesleyan quadrilateral: scripture, reason, 
tradition, experience.  
 
Our goal for these discussions will be to encourage all persons to explore the ideas put forth by those who 
disagree with their opinion. If you are a progressive, you should be able to understand and enunciate the 
theological and biblical views of those who are conservative. If you are a conservative, you should be able 
to understand and enunciate the theological and biblical views of those who are progressive. Unless each 
of us can do that, then we are not in a position to engage in loving Christian conversation. What the great 
majority of people find when they explore the ideas put forth on both sides of this issue is that their own 
views do not change. However, they also realize that persons who think differently are not necessarily 
immoral or ignoring the Bible. When we understand that it is possible to honestly disagree over this 
complex topic, then we begin to see those “on the other side” are our Christian brothers and sisters, who 
are relying on God’s love, Jesus’ grace, and the Holy Spirit’s guidance, just like us. 
 
Our worship services will spend a month focused on who we are as a church community.  



Updated 2/9 
February 3  Our Home  
February 10 Our Family  
February 17  Our Community  
February 24 Our Church  
March 3 Our Calling (our calling to be God's church continues no matter what)  

 
What is First UMC, Oak Ridge going to do while General Conference is meeting?  
While General Conference is meeting, Saturday, February 23 - Tuesday, February 26, Rev. Flynn, who is a 
delegate to the General Conference, will provide a daily update on the church’s website. We will have a 
Sunday evening prayer service. A church-wide email will be sent to the entire congregation when the 
delegates select one of the three plans as a basis for their deliberations. That same email will be available 
on the website and included in the following week’s newsletter. Additionally, Rev. Chris Black and Rev. 
Jenny Caughman will be available for questions and conversation throughout the week of General 
Conference.  
 
How can I find out what is happening/happened at General Conference?  
The General Conference will be live streamed. You may go to UMC.org to view it. Please be aware that in 
the news culture in which we live, many news outlets will seek to create viewership by reporting 
sensationalist facts that do not reflect what is accurately taking place. Be careful to not be misled. The 
UMC.org and FUMCOR.org websites will try to provide accurate details about events.  
 
What is First UMC, Oak Ridge going to do following General Conference?  
On Wednesday, February 27, the Church Council will receive Rev. Flynn’s pastor’s report. He will answer 
questions about the implications of the General Conference decision on FUMCOR. On Sunday, March 3, 
information will be provided via a Sunday morning insert in the traditional services and hard copies, as well 
as onscreen, in the contemporary service regarding the General Conference decision and any next steps 
our FUMCOR’s leadership plans to take. 
 
Will I have opportunities to discuss the results of the General Conference?  
Absolutely. The Church Council has already decided that our congregation will have multiple opportunities 
to discuss and pray about any General Conference decisions, as well as FUMCOR’s response to those 
decisions.  
 
What “ground rules” will govern our church-wide conversations about these topics in the future?  
We will use the same ground rules that have governed our “Coffee, Desserts, and Difficult Conversations.”  

We are to act as adult Christians. 
We will be kind. 
We will listen carefully to one another. 
We will be careful not to judge one another. 
We are not here to change one another’s positions.  
 (Speak to be understood, not to convince.) 
We will ask questions. 
We will speak our truth in love. 
We will assume trust not suspicion. 
Let everyone participate, no one dominate, allow every voice to be heard.  

 
When will the members of First UMC, Oak Ridge make decisions about their future?  
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Any decision about FUMCOR’s  denominational affiliation or policies on same-sex marriages will only take 
place after no less than six (6) months notice, along with multiple opportunities for open dialogue, 
conversation, small group discussion, and prayer. 
 
If a church-wide vote needs to be taken, who will organize and oversee that?  
If any church-wide vote is required, our Church Council has decided that a special task force will oversee 
the publicity, conversations, and eventual vote. That task force will be composed of members of the 
Executive Committee (Lead Pastor, Lay Leader, Church Council Chair, SPRC Chair, Finance Chair, Trustees 
Chair, Mission Chair), associate pastors, Lay Members to Annual Conference, Social Concerns Chair, a 
young adult representative, a UMW representative, and representatives from each adult Sunday School 
class.  


