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A dangerous policy

When I recently wanted to send
a book as a gift to the lay and clergy
members of my United Methodist
Annual Conference—the UMC
decision-making body for the geo-
graphical area I live in—I found that I couldn’t get
the list of current conference members’ names and
addresses. Conference leaders had instituted a pol-
icy, I found, of giving the list only to people who
needed it for making official conference mailings.

Such a policy turns the United Methodist sys-
tem of representative government into something
dangerously like a dictatorship. By prohibiting the
distribution of non-official information and opin-
ions, this kind of policy lets a few insiders control

much of the church’s decision-making.
It deprives other members of informa-
tion they need for weighing the merits
of all sides of important issues.

Restricting the distribution of information and
ideas isn’t limited to the UMC, of course, but it’s
apparently widespread there. What I’'m relating
here is what I learned when I checked with about a
dozen UMC Annual Conferences all across
the U.S., out of a total of about seventy.

A selective, unpublicized policy

The policy about giving out the list
usually doesn’t get publicized, it seems,
so few conference members even know it exists. It
tends to be adopted informally by a few conference
officials, not by a vote of the conference members.

Some Annual Conferences, I learned, occasion-
ally give their membership list to someone for a
non-official purpose, but only if that person’s rea-
son for wanting it is approved by the conference’s
official guardian of the list. One conference official
whom I asked about list policies cited the example
of someone who had gotten the list in a previous

A devastating effect

“Grass-roots United Methodists and
other watchers are struck by . . . a seeming
reluctance to provide forthright information
. . . about ‘controversial’ issues.” These
watchers also see very few ways for rank-and-file mem-
bers to influence the UMC. That's the view of M. Garlinda
Burton, who for years has worked with church-related
and secular media and is now editor of the Interpreter
magazine, a UMC publication. Burton presents her views
in Questions for the Twenty-First Century Church (Abing-
don Press, 1999), the latest volume in the United Metho-
dism and American Culture series (Russell E. Richey,
William B. Lawrence, and Dennis M. Campbell, editors).

Like many other knowledgeable church observers,
Burton is concerned about what she sees as the UMC’s
invisibility in public communications media—I'll say more
about this subject in a later issue of Connections—but
she’s also concerned about the ways in which restricting
information fuels widespread suspicion
among rank-and-file United Methodists.

Fear of stirring up a fuss

L ! i As an example Burton cites her cover-

~="""" age of the 1985-88 revision of The United
Methodist Hymnal. When she reported the deluge of let-
ters that persuaded the revision committee not to remove
“Onward Christian Soldiers,” she says, “leaders were up-
set that media had ‘stirred up a fuss’ and ‘upset the peo-
ple in the pew.” Burton and others, however, found that
being fully informed about the debates gave grass-roots
church members “a renewed sense that their
opinions mattered to someone in leadership.”

She tells about numerous other episodes
that have ended less positively. “Pressure
continues from some agency heads and episcopal lead-
ers,” she finds, “to keep controversy and ‘negative’ infor-
mation out of the hands of the church and public
media—and, therefore, away from the rank and file.”

The result? “The church continues to lose credibility
with each attempt to control information.” Members draw
wrong conclusions. They see leaders merely trying to
protect each other, unwilling to confront the tough issues.
Efforts to restrict information, Burton finds, have “a dev-
astating effect on the credibility of the church bureauc-
racy among both grass-roots members and the public.”




a Every four years the Annual Conference members elect delegates to General Conference, the

4 worldwide UMC decision-making body. Only Clergy Members vote on clergy delegates, and only
Lay Members vote on lay delegates. Competition for these spots can be fierce.




