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edgeable about the inner workings of *
the UMC, about UMC politics and = .

where the power is, and about the fine mi’fﬁ%‘i“
points of Robert’s Rules. Yet other del- ’g’
egates often depend on more knowl- ==

edgeable delegates to explain what's
happening and advise them how to vote.

Sources for information and views

You can find full information and a variety of
opinions about the coming GC in several places on
the web. I suggest www.umc.org/GC2019, the of-
ficial UMC website and www.umnews.org, the of-
ficial news-gathering agency of the UMC. Also
helpful is www.um-insight.net, an independent site
that continually presents a variety of

views in addition to information.

If you're stalwart enough to
want to watch the actual General
Conference proceedings from Febru-
ary 24 through 26, you can watch them live at
www.umc.org/live. And the giant book (the Ad-
vance Daily Christian Advocate) that contains GC
rules, delegates” names, and “petitions” (propos-
als for change in the Discipline) that have been sub-
mitted in advance is available at http://
cdnfiles.umc.org/Website_Properties/ general-con-
ference/2019/documents/general-conference-
2019-adca-english.pdf .

Why not give up and drop out?

I saw this asked by someone on
Facebook recently, and given what's cur-
rently happening in the UMC, it may
be a reasonable question. Seeing it asked
in this way made me rethink —for the
umpteenth time —my personal answer to it. It also
made me rethink what I see as the pros and cons
of dropping out versus staying in, when church
actions seem unsupportable.

When I think about staying in versus dropping
out, I keep coming back to a statement by author
Joan Chittister: “There may come a time when you
have to leave the church to save your soul, but if
you leave, don’t leave quietly, and if you stay, don’t
stay quietly.” That time seems to have come or at
least to be coming soon for many United
Methodists. If you're one of those, I _ =+ M
hope you’ll become informed and then s
speak up and keep speaking up about
why you're choosing the route you're
choosing. That kind of speaking is what
I'm continually trying to do in Connections.

I stayed for seventy-five years

For seventy-five yearsI stayed. For the first forty
of those, I kept quiet, did whatever the church said
I should do, tried to believe what everyone in it

seemed to believe, and as-

S0 sumed that whatever of that

; ; didn’t make sense to me

meant that I was wrong. But

finally I realized that I wasn’t

always wrong. I realized I

needed to investigate, ask questions, and then
speak up about what I found.

As a result, several years ago I stopped partici-
pating in the local congregation that I've been ac-
tive in for more than fifty years. I'm still on its roll,
and I'm not participating in any other congrega-
tion. As a lifelong Methodist, I still care greatly
about the UMC and am still contributing finan-
cially to some of its agencies and related organiza-
tions. However, I'm no longer attending my local
congregation’s activities or financially contribut-
ing to it regularly, despite having done that faith-
fully for so many years.

Worn out with being angry

I know many other longtime UMC members
who have made similar changes. Those members
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even include some UMC pastors. Why? I can’t an-
swer for the rest of these dropouts, but for me there
have been several reasons.

I was angry by the end of every
worship service. I was angry about be-
ing expected to sing and recite claims
that I found unbelievable, that contra-
dict what is now known about the universe, about
human beings, and about so much else in the natu-
ral world. I was worn out with hearing the earth
described as flat, hearing about a virgin having
given birth, and hearing God described as a Santa-
Claus-like man in the sky. I was worn out with
hearing all human beings referred to as male, in
prayers, hymns, and creeds.

I was tired, too, of being expected to
sing and recite statements in King-James-
style 16th-century words. What century

does the church think we’re living in, I kept won-
dering. I was also sick of hearing Christianity
equated with Americanism and even militarism.

Above all, I was tired of seeing so few other
church members willing to learn anything new
about their faith or change any of their beliefs from
what they had been told during childhood. To me,
that kind of change seemed like an important part
of maturing as a person and a Christian.

Life-changing experiences

When I stopped participating in my local con-
gregation, I had been thinking and reading and
learning new religion-related things for several
years, and I was finding that exciting. Be-
yond my local church, I'd been discover-
ing new people who had turned out to
be kindred spirits of mine. These changes
had made Christianity start making sense to me. It
had started making me want to try to follow “the
way” of Jesus to an extent that I had never felt be-
fore. All of this was such an exhilarating, eye-open-
ing experience for me—probably the most exhila-
rating of my life —that I wanted my church friends
to appreciate what had happened.

My congregation saw it as negative

However, instead of sharing my enthusiasm for
what I was experiencing, almost none of my fellow
church members seemed to care about it. Or else,
the way in which they cared was by coming to see
me as no longer a Christian and no longer entitled
to represent them in the church decision-making

bodies that I had enjoyed being part of. One of our
pastors even told me she had been ordered to have
no further contact with me.

More justice and more credibility

I've come to feel that two kinds of major change
are essential for the church if it is to survive. One of
these is to more actively pursue its God-given pur-
pose, which I understand to be promoting justice
and compassion in the world, as Jesus advocated
and demonstrated. Currently the most urgent part
of making this change would be to stop discrimi-
nating against people who are not heterosexual.
So I hope that this week’s UMC General Confer-
ence will take the necessary steps to do this.

Besides seeing an urgent need for the UMC to
work more daringly for justice — putting love into
action— I also see a pressing need for change
in another aspect of the UMC: its credibility.
I don’t think we can expect new people to
join us or even expect many existing mem-
bers to stay, if we don’t quickly make our
language and our official beliefs consisten
with what has now been learned from the
sciences and other branches of knowledge,
as well as with what has been learned from today’s
wide contact with the world outside of our own
churches, families, and communities.

Maybe the UMC will make changes soon in the
direction of increasing its active opposition to in-
justice, but I see very, very few efforts at increasing
UMC credibility. I don’t even see much recogni-
tion of the need for it, yet I see the need as urgent.

Will the UMC change this week?

I hope that, beginning at this month’s UMC Gen-
eral Conference, the UMC will acknowledge LGBT
people as being totally welcome within the church
and society. How can we have taken so long to see

the need for this? We did the same

thing for years with regard to sla-

very, racial segregation, and requir-

ing women to be second-class citi-

zens and church members. We haven't totally rem-

edied those yet, but at least we've seen the need

and started working toward change. It’s far past

time now to also recognize and stop the cruelty that
is being inflicted on LGBT people by the UMC.

Will the change brought by this week’s GC be
for better or for worse? I'm hoping for the best!
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