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Religion in the news 
News about religion seems to be 

everywhere lately. It's about church 
denominations, the U.S. Congress, and Israel. And 
much of it is about conflict that seems unresolvable. 

Turmoil in the UMC 

As a lifelong Methodist, I'm dismayed by what's 
currently happening in the United Methodist 
Church. Many Connections readers are not UMs, so 
I try not to give much space in Connections to topics 
that relate only to the UMC. However, this is an 
especially crucial time in it, so I want to be sure that 
all UMC Connections recipients know what's hap
pening and let their fellow UMC members know. 

The most recent UMC turmoil has arisen because 
the result of voting on some amendments to the UMC 
constitution has just been announced, even though 
the voting happened several months ago and it is 
part of a process that began two years ago. 

UMC change is a slow process 

• a a • a • • In order for change in the UMC 
• • • • • • • . . h d a a • • • • conshtut10n to appen, propose 
• •:II: changes must first be approved by 

II General Conference (GC), the UMC' s 
worldwide governing body whose regular meetings 
happen only once every four years. The most recent 
GC was in 2016, and it approved five constitutional 
amendments. But final approval for these must come 
from the Annual Conferences (regional UMC gov
erning bodies in the U.S.) and Central Conferences 
(governing bodies in other countries). 

For a proposed amendment to take effect, it must 
be approved by a two-thirds vote of the lay and 
clergy delegates who make up these conferences. 
They meet only once a year, and for those in non
English-speaking countries, proposed amendments 
must be translated before being submitted to them 
for voting. Consequently, voting on the five currently 

Progressive materials for children 

I've recently discovered some 
progressive teaching material 
for children that I think is a great 
find. Its co-authors are Rev. Lori Walke, Associ
ate Pastor of Mayflower Congregational United 
Church of Christ in Oklahoma City, and Joanna 
Chenoweth, its Director of Christian Education. 

Their material, says Rev. Walke, aims to provide 
progressive Christian curriculum that sparks 
faith formation, facilitates spiritual growth, leads 
to biblical literacy, and encourages curiosity. It 
strives to be biblically responsible, intellectu
ally honest, social justice oriented, and spiritu
ally nurturing. "We hope to promote ecumeni
cal and interfaith engagement, smash the patri
archy, and affirm that we are all made in the 
image of God," explains Rev. Walke. 

The material is grouped into series of four to six 
lessons each, priced at $10 per lesson. Their top
ics include parables, creation, prophets, and 
even "Hebrew Bible 101," which their authors 
say is "like seminary with recess, science and 

art!" Whoever buys a series receives 
a digital document from which they 

can print only what they need. 

The lessons are designed for a range of ages, 
but mainly K-Sth grade. Some churches also 
adapt the lessons for youth groups. Mayflower 
uses a one-room-schoolhouse approach to help 
connect older and younger students, so the les
sons use a range of skills, aptitudes, and inter
ests. Rev. Walke says they are flexible enough 
for use by congregations of all shapes and sizes. 

For full information, click here or go to 
jlcreative421 on Facebook. 
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proposed amendments didn't happen until 2017. 
Then, for a reason that I don't know, the results 
weren't announced until last month, in 2018. 

Shocking results 

/ 
To many United Methodists, the long

awaited revelation of the results came as a 
shock. Two of the five amendments, which • 
proposed changes in the UMC Book of Discipline,
failed to get the 2/3 vote necessary for approval. 

The first of the two that failed began with this: 
"As the Holy Scripture reveals, both men and 
women are made in the image of God and, there
fore, men and women are of equal value in the eyes 
of God." Amazingly, fewer than 2/3 of UMC vot
ers voted in favor of this. Incredible! 

The next sentence in what the conferences voted 
on was this: "The United Methodist Church rec
ognizes it is contrary to Scripture and to logic to 
say that God is male or female, as maleness and 
femaleness are characteristics of human bodies and 
cultures, not characteristics of the divine." That 
seems true and harmless to me, but evidently it was 
largely responsible for many negative votes. a Some negative voters explained their 

votes by saying that because scripture 
contains many references to God as Fa

. ther, and because Jesus is said to have 
taught his disciples to call God "Father," they could 
not support a statement that included the above 
sentence about maleness and femaleness. Some also 
felt that the sentence would undermine the doc
trine of the Trinity, nullify what the Apostles' Creed 
says, and deny the divinity of the man Jesus, all of 
which these voters considered unacceptable. 

No protection for women and girls?! 
This rejected amendment went on to say this: 

"The United Methodist Church acknowledges the 
long history of discrimination 
against women and girls. [It] shall 
confront and seek to eliminate dis
crimination against women and 
girls, whether in organizations or 
individuals, in every facet of its life and in society 
at large." For many years, women weren't allowed 
to be voters in Methodist decision-making bodies, 
and for many more years they weren't allowed to 
be Methodist clergy. Even now, many UMC con
gregations refuse to have a female pastor. Yet in 

rejecting the first amendment, UMC voters denied 
this long-needed acknowledgment. 

Who can the church exclude? 
The second of the five proposed amendments 

also failed to get the 2/ 3 vote necessary for ap
proval. It called for revising a paragraph of the 
Disdpline to read "in the United Methodist Church, 

no conference or any other organizational 
unit of the Church shall be structured so as 

to exclude any member or any constitu
ent body of the Church because of race, 
color, gender, national origin, ability, 

age, marital status, or economic condition." Op
ponents of this amendment apparently based their 
opposition on the fact that some church offices
bishop, for example-have age limits that need to 
be preserved, and that an age range might be to
tally legitimate for church groups designed for chil
dren. But oddly, opponents evidently didn't see 
ability as a permissible criterion for church roles. I 
assume that advocates for this amendment rightly 
wanted to ensure that people with physical or men
tal impairments wouldn't be excluded from church 
activities, but certain kinds of ability are essential 
for many roles in the church. 

What about the zero votes? 
Many United Methodists are dismayed, as I am, 

by the rejection of the important Christian prin
ciples addressed by these two proposed amend
ments. As a Texan, I was especially sorry to learn 
that two of the Annual Conferences 
that rejected them were in Texas: the 
Texas Conference, which includes the 
Houston area and much of east Texas, 
and the Northwest Texas Conference. 

Especially dismaying, however, was the report 
of vote numbers from several conferences in Af
rica that reported zero favorable votes. The Cen
tral Congo Conference, for example, reported O yes 
and 926 no. Liberia reported O and 956, North 
Katanga O and 802, and Central Nigeria O and 205. 
These and other similarly disproportionate num-

? bers contributed heavily to the 
amendments' failure to pass. 

'1 • ? What's going on here? Can you 
• • imagine any group in which all 800

or 900 members vote exactly alike? Something 
seems fishy about this. 
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Evidently it has a lot to do with the (~ 
fact that the UMC congregations and ~v .. I I ";, C 
conferences in Africa don't count mem- \ '{J 
bership in the same way as those in 
other parts of the world. Apparently when they 
report membership numbers, some Africa confer
ences simply report a rough approximation. To 
them, being counted as a UMC member doesn't 
require a baptism and profession of faith that con
form to the Discipline's requirements. I suspect that 
voting at these African conferences works much 
the same. My guess is that they merely take a voice 
vote and then declare the majority as representing 

-

the entire membership; maybe they 
don't have individual and secret ballots. 

When a denomination claims to have 
a systematic way of making church de

cisions, as the UMC does, letting this kind of vot
ing determine its policies seems unfair. It seems 
likely to keep happening, however, because appar
ently no conference is accountable to any author
ity outside of it, for approving its voting system. 

But wait-that's not all! 

This rejection of the first two amendments is up
setting enough, but what I've reported above is not 
even the whole story. It has now been revealed that 
the sentence that I quoted on page 2 about male
ness and femaleness and the divine was included 
by mistake in what was sent to confer
ences for their votes. That sentence had 
been removed by the 2016 General Con
ference before approving the amendment, 
but a "clerical error" failed to remove it 
from what was sent. Therefore the vote on Amend
ment 1 by all of the conferences was worthless. The 
corrected version of that amendment must now be 
sent to all of those conferences for them to vote on. 

What's more, it's too late now to get the correct 
version officially delivered to many of those before 

they meet this year, because many meet in spring 
or early summer. That means they can't vote on 
the corrected amendment until they meet in 2019. 
Then there will still be the lengthy process of get
ting those votes from all over the world reported 
and compiled. That undoubtedly won't all get done 
until after the called meeting of General Confer
ence that will happen in February 2019. 

What is Hin harmony"? 

Meanwhile, disagreement over what 
can be considered at that February 2019 
GC is raging. This GC was called to deal 
only with the current UMC controversy over its 
policies regarding human sexuality, and the Coun
cil of Bishops is submitting a proposed method of 
revising these policies. UMC rules say that at a called 
GC, nothing can be considered except what is "in 
harmony" with the stated purpose for calling the 
meeting. However, exactly what that means is not 
clear. Does it mean that only the bishops' proposal 
can be considered? It is now up to the UMC Judi
cial Council (the Supreme Court of the UMC) to 
declare a verdict about this. But the members of 
that body, like every other body that represents the 
total UMC, come from all over the world and speak 
several languages, so merely having a meeting and 
getting the necessary translation done is a slow pro
cess. Therefore we don't yet have that verdict. 

Problems aren't only in the UMC 

As if this chaos in the UMC weren't enough, 
conflict has also been ha__ppening in other religious 
groups in recent weeks. Southern Baptists are in 
turmoil over what they've just realized about Paige 
Patterson, the president of Southwestern Baptist 

Theological Seminary in Fort Worth, 
Texas. He is a former president of 
the Southern Baptist Convention 
and is due to give the keynote ser
mon at its meeting next month. But 
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it has recently become known that in 2000 he said 
that a woman who was physically abused by her 
husband should merely pray quietly until he falls 
asleep and should remain submissive to 
him. Patterson has also said, when a 
woman came to church with black eyes 
caused by her husband, that he was 
very happy because her pain had made 
her husband feel guilty enough to attend 
church for the first time. Many Baptists therefore 
now want Patterson removed from leadership. 

Then there's been the firing and rehiring of the 
U.S. House chaplain, Rev. Pat Conroy, a Catholic 
like the current and previous House Speakers. His 
role includes giving the opening prayer at House 
sessions and giving pastoral care to the entire com
munity on the House side of the Capitol. In No
vember, he gave a prayer asking that lawmakers 
guarantee that tax laws would ensure that benefits 
were balanced and shared by all Americans. Some 
8 hearers said this prayer was unacceptably 

W
f political, and many saw this as the reason 

for his being asked to resign. Yet Speaker 
Paul Ryan claimed it was because Conroy 
hadn't provided good enough "pastoral ser
vices." A very unconvincing explanation. 

A misguided reading of the Bible 

Dominating current religion-related news is the 
appalling situation in Israel. Rev. Eric Folkerth, pas
tor of Northaven United Methodist Church in Dal
las since 2001, recently posted in Facebook his 
thoughts about that, and I find his statement so im
portant that with his permission I'm quoting it here. 
He reports a question that he hears often from his 
Jewish friends: "Why do so many evangelical and 
conservative Christians express such deep support 
for Israel?" These Jewish friends are confused, he 
sees, because they know that many other more pro
gressive Christians have different views. 

A step toward the end of the world? 

The answer to his Jewish friends' question, 
Folkerth finds, is painful. "Many evangelical Chris
tians do not support Israel out of a deep love for its 
people ... They support Israel out of a misguided 
literal reading of the Bible, which teaches them that 
Israel must exist, as a literal state in the literal world, 
in order for Jesus to one day return. Israel plays a 
part in a theological drama that they believe." 

"There are hard and soft versions of this theol
ogy," Folkerth continues. "But it's most definitely 
a part of what's happening. And so, that's why 
conservative Christian pastors [Robert Jeffress of 
Dallas and John Hagee of San Antonio - another 
embarrassment for Texas!] are so willing to speak 
at the opening of the new Jerusalem embassy. Be
cause they see this as one more step leading to the 
end of the world." 

"Let's be clear on a few things that the Bible does 
say," Folkerth urges. "The Bible says NO ONE but 
the Father knows when the end of the world will 
be. Not even Jesus knows. Jesus does talk about the 
coming of the end, and Paul believed it was likely 
coming soon. But neither of them was committed 
to a literal, specific way it would happen." 

Very dangerous theology 

"Believing that an entire nation-state 
must exist, not for the sake of its own 
people, but for the sake of some fantasy 
you have about the end of the world," 
Eric Folkerth warns, "is very dangerous 
theology. If you believe the end of the world is closer 
today because of the embassy moving to Jerusalem, 
you may be right geopolitically. And that's terrify
ing, really. But it has nothing to do with a theologi
cal fantasy you think you read in the Bible." 

This fantasy unfortunately is being supported 
by the current U.S. government. Moving the U.S. 
embassy to Jerusalem reflected it, as did having fun
damentalist Christian pastors give the invocation 
and benediction at the opening ceremony. 

Time to abandon the misguided view 

Misguided literal interpretation of the Bible is at 
the root of many of today's religious conflicts. It's 
the basis for Christians' seeing . the return of Jesus 
as dependent on what happens to today's nation 
of Israel; seeing men as entitled to dominate, con
trol, and even physically mistreat women; 
seeing homosexuality as sinful; and see
ing Christian principles as unrelated 
to politics. Too many churches are per
petuating this misguided Bible interpre
tation instead of working to dismantle it as they 
need to be. It's long past time for this to stop, but 
that will happen only when enough pastors and 
lay church members become brave enough to speak 
openly and persistently about the need to stop it. 

~ 




