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United Methodist trust clause: Critical 
amid struggle? 
 

By Kathy L. Gilbert 
Feb. 4, 2019 | UMNS 

John Wesley was good at predicting the  
future. 
There have been times over the past 100-
plus years when a congregation decides it no 
longer wants to be part of the United       
Methodist denomination but wants to keep all 
the church property. Thatôs something John 
Wesley thought about in 1750. He asked 
three lawyers to craft deeds for three      
Methodist preaching houses in England. 

Those deeds were revised several times and under the leadership of    
Francis Asbury and Thomas Coke, the 1796 General Conference approved 
the trust clause that is still in effect today. The trust clause states the local 
church owns the property in trust for the entire denomination. 
As recently as December 2018, the New Jersey Supreme Court upheld the 
denominationôs trust clause in a ruling over the property rights of the Alpine 
Community United Methodist Church, which has operated as a United 
Methodist church since 1843. Bishop John R. Schol, episcopal leader of the 
Greater New Jersey Area, said a small group of leaders from the church 
chose to go to the courts rather than work with the conference to move past 
their problems. 
ñWe all grieve and we all lose something when people leave The United 
Methodist Church because they no longer agree with the church,ò Schol 
said. ñI have always welcomed the opportunity to be a part of something 
larger than myself and where my assumptions and convictions are chal-
lenged. Thatôs why I like being a part of The United Methodist Church — I 
am continually challenged and stretched.ò 
Some of the petitions going to the 2019 General Conference are asking for 
a gracious exit that would allow churches to vote on whether they leave or 
stay with the denomination — depending on what the special conference 
decides— without going through legal channels to keep their property.  
However, Schol said developing a gracious exit plan should not be written 
into a policy. Each church has to weigh the situation, he said. 
ñBeing gracious and allowing churches to leave who just want to be an 
independent congregation, do not like to pay apportionments, feel         
uncomfortable being part of a diverse and global denomination, do not like 
to have pastors appointed, do not want bishops, is not Wesleyan and    
diminishes the grace known and experienced through Jesus Christ,ò he 
said. Schol said the understanding of shared resources is a biblical and 
Wesleyan understanding based on the community of shalom and Acts 2, 
ñand they held all things in common.ò 
He added many states have laws about how church property is to be    
handled. Even if things are changed in the Book of Discipline, Schol said 
state laws must be followed. 
ñThese are matters best left to annual conferences,ò he said. Thomas 
Starnes, chancellor of the Baltimore-Washington Conference, said he and 
other chancellors have long viewed the trust clause as ñcritically important 
to honor.ò 
ñCrafted in the first instance on John Wesleyôs own instructions, the trust 
clause is not only foundational, but indispensable to the fundamentally  
connectional character of The United Methodist Church,ò he told United 
Methodist News Service. Human sexuality is not the first issue Methodists 
have disagreed about, he added, and it will not be the last.                                                                                                                  
ñWe face a real danger of undermining the trust clauseôs efficacy in such 
times if we start defaulting to carving out trust-clause óescape hatches.ôò 
The Book of Discipline has detailed procedures a church must follow,   
including consent by a district superintendent to any sale, lease, mortgage 
or extensive renovations of church property. Starnes said John Wesleyôs 
trust clause is widely recognized as the ñarchetypeò of legally protecting 
interest in local church  property. The U.S. Supreme Court made specific 
mention of the denominationôs trust clause in Jones v. Wolf, 443 U.S. 595 
(1979), Starnes said.    
ñAs the court further indicated, all civil courts, in all states, are óbound to 
give effectô to such express trust provisions, which is undoubtedly why 
some are anxious to build exceptions into the Discipline,ò he said.     

There are some cases in which churches have voted to leave the     
denomination in recent history and a few that are still    pending. The 
Orchard church left the denomination in 2017, and the Rev. Bryan    
Collier said being free from the distraction of denominational politics has 
been good for the church. 
ñThe freedom from the distraction of denominational politics, from the 
upcoming 2019 General Conference is the biggest win right now,ò he 
said. ñThe church has flourished.ò 
Collier said the church did not leave over the issue of homosexuality but 
rather left because of the harmful civil discourse they could see coming. 
ñThe hostile, violent demonizing of one another and the harmful witness 
in the world,ò was why The Orchard made the decision to leave, he said. 
He did say the absence of the connection, relationship with other 
churches and not being part of a ñbig  familyò is felt. 
Under settlements reached with the Mississippi Conference in 2017, 
both The Orchard and Getwell Road congregations left with their property 
in exchange for each paying a full yearôs apportionments — the giving 
requested to support conference and district ministries. Some members 
of Mead United Methodist Church filed a suit against the Pacific     
Northwest Conference in 2017 seeking to have the churchôs property 
title transferred to a newly established organization they created and 
named Mead Community Church. That suit is ongoing. 
Bishop Elaine J.W. Stanovsky wrote a letter to the clergy and pastoral 
leaders in the conference at the time stating she was ñdisappointed that 
the courts are being asked to rule in a matter that could and should have 
been resolved within the óFamily,ô following the processes agreed to by 
all United Methodists.ò 
First United Methodist Church and Bevil Hill United Methodist Church in 
Louisville, Mississippi, voted to withdraw membership from denomination 
in 2018. However, Bishop James E. Swanson Sr. released a statement 
that both churches will continue as United Methodist Churches of the 
Mississippi Conference. The situation is ongoing. 
Wesley United Methodist Church, Eastern Pennsylvania Conference, left the 
denomination after negotiating a settlement. The property had a $4  
million mortgage and the conference decided it did not make sense to 
take on the debt. 
The Illinois Great Rivers Conference is still in negotiation with Ohio Chapel 
Church after filing a lawsuit in 2015 seeking to keep property now used 
by a breakaway congregation. 
The California-Nevada Conference and Bishop Minerva Carcaño have sued the 
Glide Foundation Board of Trustees, escalating the battle for control of San 
Franciscoôs famed Glide Memorial United Methodist Church. The law-
suit, filed Dec. 11, 2018, in San Francisco Countyôs Superior Court, 
seeks a court order preserving The United Methodist Churchôs control 
over trust property. 

 

Midwest District Lay Speaker  
Certification Meeting  

March 9 @ 10:00 am - 1:00 pm  
St. Paulôs UMC, 3334 Breton Rd. SE  

Grand Rapids, MI 49512 United States  
 
The Midwest District Lay Servant Committee will be holding their 
annual Certification Meeting for Lay Speakers on Saturday, 
March 9 at 10am at St. Paulôs UMC in Grand Rapids. Applicants 
must pre-schedule their time with the committee by emailing 
Jody Pratt prattgji09@gmail.com. The deadline to schedule your 
time is February 28. 
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Have a Heart for Hungry Children in Sparta 
Sparta UMC, Sparta Baptist Church, and Sparta Church of the Nazarene are 

teaming up for a Hand2Hand campaign called "Have a Heart for Hungry 

Children in Sparta" the week of Valentine's Day. This community outreach 

event will raise awareness about the involvement of our Sparta churches with 

Hand2Hand and give local businesses and community members outside of 

our congregations an opportunity to support our Hand2Hand programs.   

People can drop off food donations during normal business hours between 

Monday, Feb. 11th-Saturday, Feb. 16th to the collection boxes at these 

locations: Family Fare, Choice One Bank, Sparta Moose Lodge, and Sparta 

Township Library. Both food and monetary donations can be accepted at the 

church locations between 9am-6pm on the following specified dates: 

Wednesday, Feb. 13th at Sparta Baptist, Thursday, Feb. 14th at Sparta 

UMC, and Friday, Feb. 15th at Sparta Nazarene. 
Volunteers Needed 

There are openings for 2019 Fellowship Time Hosts, Greeters 
and Altar Flower dates. Please check the signup bulletin 
board in the parlor to see where you can help. If we do not 
have hosts for Fellowship Time on a particular Sunday, that 
means there is no one to clean up coffee and punch cups, so 
the head usher will not make coffee and punch on those  
Sundays. 
Fellowship Time Hosts Available Dates: 
Feb. 24 / April 21 / May 12, 19 & 26 / June 9, 16, 23 & 30/ July 21 & 28/ Aug. 
11, 18 & 25/ Sept. 1, 15 & 29/ Oct. 3/ Nov. 24/ Dec.15, 22 & 29 
Altar Flowers Available Dates: 
Feb. 24/ May 26/ June 9 & 30/ July 7/ Aug. 4, 11, 18 & 25/ Oct.13 & 20/ Dec. 
8 & 15 
Greeters: 
All 2019 dates are available 

Thank You 
Sparta United Methodist Church would like to send a big thank you to 
Sparta Lions Club. Their gracious donation for Hand2Hand was most 
appreciated.   

Joyful Noise 
Please come join us, as you are invited for an evening full of Godôs 
music! Joyful Noise, a special musical event, performed by Dave 
and Connie begins at 6pm on Sunday, February 10th, here at 
Sparta UMC.  

Prayer Requests 
Ruby Skibinski- Safe travels for her as she travels to the  
Philippines. 
Diane Jensen- For the VanderMeulon family, they lost their Mother 
this week.  
Thom & Pat Sharpe-Babcock– Our friend, Tammi Rozema, needs 

prayers for diagnosed liver cancer. Her suffering is becoming  
unbearable.  
Pat Sharpe-Babcock– Patôs nephew, Craig Ullom, is suffering from acute 
respiratory dysfunction. He is off the ventilator but not doing well.  
Hilary Miller– Calebôs grandma, Marie, is in the ICU.  
Marie Uzarslci– Prayers for my dad, Al Mekkes, as he starts chemo this 
week.  

Reminder 
As a friendly reminder, if you are interested in having an 
article, event, thank-you or prayer request featured, please 
contact the church office by Monday. This will help give the 
office time to insert your feature, before publishing on 
Wednesday of each week. Thank you! 

Schedules 
Mondays 

            7 pm ΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦΦ Boy Scouts Church Wesley                      

                                               Hall         

Tuesdays 
            9:30 am ................ Girl Talk Study Group 

            6:00-7:30pmΧΧΧΦ Grief Share (February 5    

                                              through April 30) 

1st Tuesday of each Month 

         6:30 pmΧΧΧΧΧΧ Ad Council Meeting 

Wednesdays 
            6 pm ...................... Worship Design Team 
            т–у pm .................. Adult Choir practice 
4th Thursday of each Month 
            6 pm ...................... Vision Team                              

2nd Saturday of each Month 

            8 amΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΧΦ MenΩs Mealtime Rally 
Sunday mornings 
            уΥпр–ммΥпр ΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦ Nursery (ages л–п years) 
            уΥол–фΥпр ΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦΦ Disciple Bible Study 
            9:00 ..................... Adult Bible Study 
            9:00 ..................... Middle & Senior High  

                                             Sunday School 
            9:00 ..................... Chime Choir Practice /  

                                             Craft Time (Pre-K – 5th) 
            9:30 ..................... ChildrenΩs Choir Practice                         

                                             (Pre-K – 5th) 
Parents: pick up your child at 10 am from practice 

            9:50 ..................... Adult Choir pre-service     

                                             rehearsal 
            10:10 ................... Morning Worship  

                                             Celebration 
            10:30 ................... Pre-K – 5th Grade Sunday     

                                             School 
10:10 am Worship Attendant Volunteers  

February 10 
Soundboard ............... Doug Shupe & Kerry Emelander 

Head Usher ...............  Justin Westra 

Nursery Assistant ......  Kathy Reed  
Nursery Leader .......... Amy Hume 
Welcome Table .........  Sue Steenhagen 

Intercessory Prayer ... Barb Taylor  

Scripture ReaderΧΧΧ Pat Sharpe-Babcock 

Fellowship TimeΧΦΦΦΦΦΦΦ Westra Family 

Altar FlowersΧΧΧΧΧΦ Kay Chase 

Save the Date 

Feb. 9 MenΩs Mealtime Rally 8am 

Feb. 10 Dave & Connie, Joyful Noise 6pm at Sparta UMC 

Feb. 12 Trustee Meeting 6:30pm Wesley Hall 

Feb. 13 Dorcas Circle (Cleaning the Nursery) 5:30pm 

Feb. 14 Hand2Hand Drop Off 9am-6pm 

Feb. 17 Relay for Life (Soup-n-Chili) 11:30am During Fellowship Time 

Feb. 23 Free Community Breakfast 8:00-10:00am Church Dining Room 
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