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This week, the United Methodist Church became the latest Protestant 
denomination to privilege unprincipled maneuvering over prayerful 
conversation, when its special General Conference, meeting in Saint Louis, 
voted to double down on its restrictive prohibitions against same-sex 
marriage and LGBTQ clergy. 
 
I’m sure not all participants in the UMC’s gathering in Saint Louis would 
characterize their actions in the way I did in the first paragraph. “If you go 
with what’s right, you’ll never be wrong,” said a supporter of the so-called 
Traditional Plan, remarkably confident in the rightness of the side that carried 
the day in a 53-47 percent vote.  
 
To be clear: what’s over in the UMC is not over, not today, maybe not ever. In 
the short term, all the key provisions of the Traditional Plan have been sent to 
the UMC’s Judicial Council for declaratory decisions. The council is looking at 
the constitutionality of the individual petitions. The Judicial Council’s next 
regular session is scheduled for late April. In the long term, well, who knows. 
 
As Presbyterians, we are hardly in the position to offer lofty advice or critique 
to our Methodist colleagues. We’ve gone through the same struggles, the same 
pain, the same fractures the United Methodist Church is experiencing now. We 
made different decisions in the end than they did, opening up the mission and 
ministry of our church, its offices, and its leadership more widely to those 
whom God has called to it, especially to LGBTQ+ persons. But our debates 
were just as raw and ugly. Our splits — look no further than this Presbytery 
— were the same misguided retreats into illusions of purity: the body of 
Christ yet again misspending its human and financial capital in yet another 



fruitless attempt to define who’s “in” and who’s “out.” It’s an awful habit we 
have as humans, made worse in the church, a 2,000-year-old trail of tears. 
 
I grieve especially this week for our LGBTQ+ brothers and sisters, who 
continue to endure the demeaning scapegoating of an identity they know is 
from God and, in many cases, know far better than most of us know ourselves. 
I grieve that our words over every baptized child — “child of the covenant, you 
have been sealed by the Holy Spirit in baptism and marked as Christ’s own 
forever” — too often carries additional unspoken exception and exclusion 
clauses. We as the church have a history of piously talking about certain 
groups of people — especially those not like us in the majority — and all too 
rarely talking with them. We have a history of privileging polity over people. 
 
I grieve over what seems like pick-and-choose theology — choosing certain 
people over others, yes, and choosing certain Biblical commandments over 
others. Maybe I’m doing the same thing when I emphasize the unity of Paul — 
“one body and one Spirit … one hope of your calling … one Lord, one faith, one 
baptism, one God and Father of all, who is above all and through all and in all.” 
Or the forbearance Jesus commanded us to have for each other. Maybe that’s 
the log in my eye.  
 
Our entrenched divisions make the hard work of self-reflection even that 
much harder. Maybe it’s time we own the reality of how we make faithful 
brothers and sisters collateral damage to our theological certitudes. How 
every day we set aside the good news of the Gospel to pick and choose who 
can claim it. How every day we talk more than we listen, lecture more than we 
learn. Maybe we in the church need also to hear United States Representative 
Elijah Cummings’ question this week: “When we’re dancing with the angels, 
the question we’ll be asked is: In 2019, what did we do …”? In our case, what 
did we do to honor the words we speak at baptism? 
 

Obeying the word of our Lord Jesus,  
and confident of his promises,  
we baptize those whom God has called.  
 
In baptism God claims us,  



and seals us to show that we belong to God.  
God frees us from sin and death,  
uniting us with Jesus Christ in his death and resurrection.  
 
By water and the Holy Spirit,  
we are made members of the church, the body of Christ,  
and joined to Christ’s ministry of love, peace, and justice.  
 
Let us remember with joy our own baptism,  
as we celebrate this sacrament. 

 
By the grace of God, we may rediscover the joy of working with a relentlessly 
redemptive God. 


