
Speaker: Welcome to Means of Grace, a podcast produced by the Western North

Carolina Conference of The United Methodist Church.

Kim Ingram 00:20

Welcome to the Means of Grace podcast. My name is Kim Ingram, and I'll be our

host today. I am the Director of Ministerial Services and the Conference Secretary

for The Western North Carolina Annual Conference. Our episode today is

continuing our series on the future of The United Methodist Church. And today,

we are especially focusing on the denomination, specifically General and

Jurisdictional Conferences and The Western North Carolina delegation, and our

hope for the future of The United Methodist Church. Our guests today include

Jennifer Davis, Amy Coles, and Matt Sink, who, along with myself are all part of

The Western North Carolina delegation. We are grateful that they were willing to

spend time today with us in conversation.

Kim Ingram 01:14

Today, we're having a conversation amongst some of the members of the

Western North Carolina General and Jurisdictional Conference delegation. I

wondered if each person would just please introduce yourself and tell us some

about your leadership in the Conference or the church and your experience with

General Conference or Jurisdictional Conference. Let's just get to know each

other. Jennifer, how about you go first?



Jennifer Davis 01:33

Is that because I'm the oldest? Oh, that's good. That was good Kim. I am a lifelong

member of Epworth United Methodist Church in Gastonia. And if you don't know

anything about Epworth, we are the only predominantly African American church

in Gastonia, and we are more than 135 years old. My great-granddaughter

represents the seventh generation of my family in this church. And so I'm, you

know, I'm quite proud of that. I'm a retired IBM, but I never retired from much of

anything. So I'm an HR Consultant or Human Services Consultant for different

companies. And I'm the former Director of Discipleship Ministries for The Western

North Carolina Conference. This General Conference, whenever it happens, will be

my fifth one, I think. I think it's my fifth, I think I counted back that far. My first was

in Fort Worth, Texas in 2008. It's a labor of love, and I'm grateful for it. But I'm really

appreciative of The United Methodist Church. I think we're the cure for

everybody's ills. So, Amy, how about you?

Amy Coles 02:41

Oh, Jennifer, it's good to be with you all today. Thank you so much. So I'm Amy

Coles. I'm an ordained elder in The Western North Carolina Conference. I currently

serve as Bishop Carter's assistant here in the Conference Office and have had that

job for six years now. As I think about General Conferences, and how many I've

been a part of, I've been a part of three of the regularly scheduled General

Conferences. That is whenever this next one is held, and then one special session.

And then I was also a delegate to a Jurisdictional Conference in 2008. I serve on

the denomination’s Connectional Table, and have been very involved in the

budgeting process for the next quadrennial, which keeps getting moved. But as

we look at resources and the shrinking of the denomination, that's been a very



interesting and enlightening group to serve with. When I'm not hanging around

the conference office. I care for my nephew, who's in the army in Germany, and a

niece who will be 21 next month, so they keep me pretty busy. So Matt, what

about you?

Matt Sink 03:47

Thanks, Amy. I am a lifelong Methodist. I live in Charlotte now with my wife and

two young kids who are two and four. And so it's quite a handful in our house.

Lots of action there. I go to Dilworth United Methodist, where I'm the Chair of our

Endowment Committee and on The Ministries Council, and I previously went to

General and Jurisdictional Conference in 2004 when I was in college, and that

seems like a lifetime ago. And so it's been interesting to get back involved and

sort of go through the process again, as more of an adult than a young adult,

seeing how the church has grown in some ways, and in some ways is the same as

it was then. It's been an interesting process. Now throw it over to Kim.

Kim Ingram 04:37

Thanks, Matt. I was at that 2004 General Conference, also. That was my first one

General and Jurisdictional Conference when we met at Pittsburgh, and the

upcoming one will be my sixth one. So I have seen it and a different kind of view

around the United States in different places. I am an ordained deacon and really

appreciate the opportunity to lead the delegation this time. I am also, of course,

one of the hosts of this podcast on a regular basis. And so appreciate the

opportunity to get to be with you sort of as a host participant this time. As we

have our conversation about what's going on in The United Methodist Church

and where we are and what we hope for the future, I thought it might be helpful



to get started with some background, just to be sure that everybody kind of

knows the current context, before we talk about the future context. So Amy, I'm

wondering if you could start us off maybe with an overview about what  has

happened since our last General Conference, which was in 2016. It's hard to

believe it's been that long ago now. But maybe you can help set the context for

where we are today.

Amy Coles 05:39

Sure,Kim, I'd be glad to. And I'm going to try and keep this brief. Because if I went

into all the details that I could we would be here for a couple of hours. So let me

just give you the highlights so that we can set that context. So for the past 50

years, as a denomination, we've had disagreement, particularly disagreement over

same gender marriage, and the ordination of self avowed practicing homosexuals.

In 2016 that same disagreement came up and what the General Conference did

on the recommendation of our Council of Bishops, was to establish the

Commission on the Way Forward. And this commission was made up of clergy

and lay folks of theological perspectives and representatives from across the

world. And they came together and provided us with three plans that they

thought would be a possible way forward with this disagreement. Then we had

the special session in 2019, in St. Louis. And that was our opportunity to vote on

those three plans. And the General Conference passed the traditional plan with an

increased level of accountability from what was currently in the discipline. So in

2019, we added some more accountability for clergy. The vote was 53% to 47%. So

it wasn't an overwhelming majority. And I've often thought that, you know, in the

local church, if we had a building campaign that we were working on it, and if the

vote turned out to be that way, we could have even put that building campaign



on hold, because it just didn't seem like there were enough people for it. And so

one of the things I think is true is that nobody left St. Louis very happy, particularly

in the United States, it seemed as if the majority of the delegates seem to favor a

different plan called the One Church Plan in which pastors and churches and

conferences could follow their own spiritual discernment regarding same sex

marriage and ordination of self avowed practicing homosexuals. But one of the

things that we have to continue to remember is that we're a worldwide

delegation. And so we do disagree on these matters. And so the vote was with

delegates from all across the world. And, and that's where we got to the 53% for

and 47% against. So one of the results of that was that many annual conferences

across the United States’ elections were held for the 2020 General Conference,

many of those annual conferences elected delegates who were more in favor of

inclusion, or who could be described as progressive, particularly with regards to

marriage and ordination. I don't think you can paint with broad strokes, that they

were progressive in everything. But in terms of inclusion, a lot of the US delegates

that we're going to go to 2020 General Conference tend to be more inclusive. And

so we began to get ready for the 2020 General Conference. And then we had this

small thing called a pandemic, the COVID 19 pandemic. And that has certainly

thrown all of our worlds upside down. And we were put on hold for a while. And

then we began to try to figure out ways that we can move forward. So as of now,

the 2020 General Conference has been postponed twice. And again, I want us to

remember that we're a worldwide denomination that we live in, in a world where

there's incredible vaccine inequities, where the cost of visas from folks traveling

into the United States and the wait times for those visas vary and can be quite

costly, particularly for those who don't make as much money as we do. And that

one of our general rules is to do no harm. So the Commission on General



Conference, that is the one that sets exactly where and when General

Conferences happen, has made the difficult decision to postpone it twice. So now

what we know is that it's scheduled for 2024. We think that that will be in May, we

don't know the exact dates and we don't know where it'll be held, but we are

looking forward to a General Conference in May of 2024. So Jennifer, that's a lot

about General Conference, but we also have Jurisdictional Conferences. And I

wondered if you might share a little bit about that.

Jennifer Davis 10:12

Sure. And you know, sometimes I think about Jurisdictional Conferences as

diverse and different as our worldwide conferences, because, you know, when you

live in different sections of the country, every section of the country, every spike,

every section of the world has its has its own culture and, and we have to adapt. I

think it's to our credit to the United Methodist churches credit that we can have a

worldwide denomination under those circumstances. So there are five

Jurisdictional Conferences in the United States. Geographically, it's the Southeast,

the Northeast, the South Central, the North Central, and the West. We of course in

Western North Carolina, or in the Southeast jurisdiction. So the 2020 Jurisdictional

Conference was postponed because of COVID. And obviously, all of this is related

to as Amy says that little thing called pandemic. So the bishops who were in place

at the time, continued to serve, there were four bishops who were scheduled to

retire in 2020, who continued to serve until September of 2021. When Bishop

Hope Morgan Ward in North Carolina retired, Bishop Virginia Taylor in Holston

retired, Bishop Lawson Brian, who was in South Georgia retired, and then our own

Bishop Paul Leeland in Western North Carolina also retired. Bishop Swanson, who

is in Mississippi, is scheduled to retire this summer, the summer of 2022. With that



happening, and so many things up in the air, and, you know, so many decisions to

be made in General Conference influx and the next Jurisdictional Conference

influx and Jurisdictional Conference is where we elect our bishops. But with so

many of those things influx, and so much in them, four of our bishops agreed to

each serve two conferences. To me, that was just a bit mind boggling. But in

September, Bishop Ken Carter, who was elected from our conference, also

became our Bishop while serving the Florida Conference as well. You know, I'm

not much on geography. But I know Florida is not next to North Carolina, and has

placed some, I'm sure some stress and some difficulty on Bishop Carter and his

family, but he has, during this time, managed it, I think led us well. So hopefully,

and we do have one now, a Jurisdictional Conference scheduled for November of

2022. So Kim, there's some Judicial Council decisions that are also flux, and maybe

you can talk about those.

Kim Ingram 12:54

Sure. So kind of where you and Amy have left off, there is uncertainty after both of

those things. So because they have postponed General Conference until 2024, it's

unclear or uncertain whether or not the Jurisdictional Conferences that are

scheduled in November will be allowed to happen. There's been an argument

made that for the sake of the continuance of Episcopal leadership, that it should

be allowed. Because around the world, there have been implications, for example,

in the central conferences, which are the conferences that are outside of the

United States, the bishops have term limits, and some of those terms have

expired. And so for the continuance of the Episcopacy, they want to have

elections. And in the United States, as you mentioned, we've had some bishops

retire, we have other ones that either want to voluntarily retire or have some



bishops that are serving two conferences that are doing a great job, but it might

be best served. If that doesn't happen anymore in some areas across the country,

areas that need to be served. So we're looking at whether or not Jurisdictional

Conferences can meet in November. And it's up to the Judicial Council, which is

kind of like the Supreme Court of The United Methodist Church, for them to make

a decision about this. And we think we'll hear a decision maybe around mid May,

about whether Jurisdictional Conferences will happen. And if they do happen, it is

expected that there will be bishops selected this year in some of the different

jurisdictions and the central conferences. And then we're waiting for another

Judicial Council decision about whether or not the 2024 General Conference

meeting that Amy referenced will be a postponed 2020 General Conference. And

if it's a postponed 2020 General Conference, then the assumption is that the

current delegation will continue to serve and the currently submitted legislation

will continue to be viable. If they decide in the Commission on the General

Conference, which is the group that made the decisions about postponing

General Conference in the language the commission used and makeing that

announcement, it was language that inferred it would be postponed 2020

General Conference in 2024. But then the Judicial Council has to affirm that or

agree with that or say yes, that is what's going to happen. If they were not to say

that then we need new delegate elections and legislation would have to be

submitted all over again, kind of start from scratch. So it definitely seems that

every time we get some information, there are more questions, more things that

we're still waiting to hear something more about. So we continue to try to be

patient and kind of see what the next bit of information we receive will be and

what the implications for that. So let's, I know we've kind of set a framework for

where we are, but we haven't talked much about Western North Carolina and our



delegation that was elected in 2019. So I'm hopeful Matt, as a member of that,

would be willing to tell us a little bit about the Western North Carolina Conference

delegation.

Matt Sink 15:55

Yeah, thanks, Kim. Our election was in 2019. Back in the before times, it feels like

many more years ago than it actually was. But here we are today, still in 2022.

Waiting to serve. Our General Conference delegation is made up of 20 members.

10 laity, 10 clergy. Our Jurisdictional Conference delegation is made up of an

additional 10 laity and 10 clergy. And then there are three alternates for both laity

and clergy. Given the timeframe that we've been on, we have lost a couple of

members who have been replaced by the alternates. And so it's a good thing that

we have had those in place. The delegation is fairly diverse. It's, we've got a giant

age diversity, where we've got ages from high school, all the way up to someone

in their 90s. As far as persons of color, 25% of the delegation is persons of color

with five on the clergy side, and five on the laity side. We've got more women than

men, as well as deacons, elders, and then lay people who are serving in a variety of

jobs both inside and outside of the church. We started meeting in person back

when that was a thing. Back in 2019, we had a lot of good meetings where we

came together, the delegation wrestled with the Episcopal nomination process,

we had some heartfelt discussions and ultimately nominated Amy as our

Episcopal nominee. And then since that time, then we had other discussions

about the protocol about pensions. And then the world shut down, we moved to

Zoom. And there were a wide number of other topics that we've discussed in ways

that we're trying to learn more as a delegation about some issues, trying to figure

out what's going to happen even though everything as Amy and Jennifer and



Kim have said is still about as clear as mud. But we are still moving forward. And

looking forward to 2024, when we assume there will be a General Conference.

One of the constant themes over the last two years has been uncertainty. I've had

sort of differing views on this uncertainty on the one and when I am serving in my

local church, all of the the talk at the global church level is really minimized

because our focus has been on moving our church forward, coming through

COVID, coming out of COVID and figuring out how to regain our trajectory. And

then we have the delegation meetings. And that sort of brings back that sort of

broader picture. And the lack of clarity on that point then becomes more

pronounced as we look towards what is the church going to do at the macro level,

whereas at the micro level, on the local church level, I personally feel like we've

been able to continue moving forward continuing to do the good work that we

have always been able to do at the local church level. And so now that brings us

up to date on what our jurisdiction is like, I'd like to throw it over to Jennifer and

ask her what gives you hope about the direction of The UMC?

Jennifer Davis 19:47

So you know, Matt, as you were talking, I just kept focusing on how big this issue

is, how big this discussion is, but how important it is to have it at the local church

level. I imagine that; okay, so I think God's probably laughing at us and saying,

“You know what, I brought these children out of the wilderness one time, how

many more times?” He brought us, he's brought us all out more than once, “how

many more times am I gonna have to bring them out of the wilderness?” You

know, as we approach this Easter season, how to think about the fact that we are

just, we're just wandering out there. But we've managed to stay together. So in

many ways, I think the pandemic has been a blessing for us, because I have



always thought that The United Methodist Church has the best plan, the best

ideas, the tenacity, the resiliency, to keep moving forward in spite of some of the

differences and the difficulties that we have had. And that is why I have remained

a member of The United Methodist Church, and I was a member of this church

before we were The United Methodist Church. We became the United Methodist

Church in what, maybe 1968. I was there, you probably weren't. So despite the

fact, I want y'all to know, I meant to say this, this disclaimer, despite the fact that I

said, I'm old, I am not the 90 year old member. But I do believe that just based on

our history, and the skills, and the leadership, and our willingness to stay in this,

even when sometimes you just want to throw your arms up and leave, is my hope

for the United Methodist Church. And like I said, if you can't have hope in the

church, when we find it, I think we're moving in the right direction, maybe slower

than I would like, but I just compare it to God just saying, well, he took 40 years to

make what was it a 10 mile trip, I'll have 40 years less. So I'm hoping we can move

a little faster than that. And my hope is too, in the people who we're having this

conversation with, and those who will listen to it and hopefully, find more hope

through our conversation. So Amy.

Amy Coles 21:55

Jennifer, I think you bring up a good point about the local congregations and

having this discussion there. Because one of the things that I find in the local

church is that they probably handle this disagreement much better than we do

on the general church level, that local churches have forever agreed to disagree

on some things and yet still done ministry together. And so they've been solid on

the essentials, they've been willing to give some leeway on the non essentials and,

and yet what's bound those local congregations together is love. And so I



sometimes wish, as we think about it as a general church, that we would look at

the local church, and think about how they handle it and how they have people

disagree on the interpretation of Scripture. And yet, they still love each other, and

they're still in mission and ministry with each other. So that gives me hope for us

going forward, because I really do think that The Methodist Church has a

beautiful way of helping people to develop their relationship with God, as well as

to live that out in community and make a difference in the communities. And as I

think about future generations, I think that's what they're looking for, they're

looking for an authentic relationship with the God we know in Jesus Christ. But

then they're also looking for ways that we can make this world look a little bit

better. And so I think The Methodist Church offers the perfect way to do that. And

so I hope that we will continue to watch and see how our local churches behave.

And maybe that would help the general church behave a little bit better. Who

knows?

Jennifer Davis 23:32

I would hope so, too. And Amy, you know, I know we're in the middle of

appointment making and hopefully you all are getting closer to wrapping all that

up. But what are some of the conversations that have happened in that process

that have inspired or encouraged you?

Amy Coles 23:48

Sure. And it really is a time of hope. And as we gather around that table with the

District Superintendents, and with the Bishop and with Bill White, and we share

about what's happening in churches and what's happening with local pastors,

there's a lot that does inspire me. One of the first things is what seems to be a



growing openness to cross cultural and cross racial appointments and folks that

want to be blessed in that way. And so when I first began as a District

Superintendent that sometimes was a little bit more difficult. This time we have

the possibility of making several really good and vital cross racial, cross cultural

appointments. I think also, the innovation that's coming out of COVID has been

very inspiring. And particularly as in COVID, we had to learn how to livestream so

that folks could be a part of the worship services. What I'm seeing is churches

now are continuing to do that. But not only are they live streaming their worship,

but they're trying to figure out ways to engage those folks who may not live in the

same community, but who have become part of their community of faith

because they're worshiping with them online. And so, how do they help them

grow as disciples? How do they help them be engaged in the ministry of the

church? And then I guess the third one that I think about is the willingness for

local churches to work together, that our local churches seem to know that we're

better together. And we're stronger together. So rather than feeling in a

community, like they're in competition with each other, that they're looking for

ways that they can minister within that community and within that broader area,

and how God brings together a larger body of Christ, for that work to happen. So

those are just a few of the ways that I get inspired by the different ministry that's

happening.

Jennifer Davis 25:38

My church is one of those cross racial appointments. And our pastor has been

with us, I think two years. He has really expanded our horizons in a lot of ways, not

only in in terms of ethnicity, but but taught us things up in different seasons in

the church, in the life of the church, had us in workshops, creating things that we



could take home to celebrate Advent, and Lent, and brought in people from

different ethnicities as well. And I just want to share this, and then I promise I will

shut up. He has been preaching a series during Lent on the Lord's Prayer. And we

have been learning the Lord's prayer line by line each week in Spanish.

Kim Ingram 26:20

So Matt, you and Jennifer are the laity on this podcast. And I know Jennifer's

already given some word toward this, but as a younger adult in the denomination

with two little children at home, I wonder as you look forward, for the sake of your

children as they grow and develop and become older children and teenagers and

young adults, what is it that excites you or gives you hope about the future of the

United Methodist Church for them?

Matt Sink 26:44

For hope, I'm hoping that some of the divisiveness and acrimony will diminish,

because really, to me, church is a place that we should be sharing God's love

instead of coming to fight each other. That really is sort of the antithesis of

Christian love. If we're fighting each other, and not willing to listen to each other

and, and solve things in a civil manner. As far as hope, where I see hope in the

church is when I look at our local church, our children's ministry is booming.

That's like the growth area for our church, we've got so many young families with

children that are coming in. And I hope to see that continue to grow. As these

children grow up into teenagers, they continually replace with new children. And

that's the way that we can grow the church, because to me, bring in the young

families and getting the kids in when they're young. That's the way to help make

lifelong Methodists. That's how I got involved, my parents brought me from ever



since I was a kid, and here I am still and doing this. And so that to me, is where I

see hope for the future. And also just sort of toning things down a bit. And

hopefully we can be more civil and really sort of live into the mantra of sharing

God's love with each other.

Kim Ingram 28:18

Yeah, that is really great, Matt. I would hope that the church can be the antithesis

to our kind of culture right now, which seems to have kind of heightened

divisiveness that we can be an example of something different in our

communities, a place where people can belong, a place where people can serve,

even though we come from diverse thought and diverse backgrounds, that the

body of Christ needs that kind of diversity in order to learn and grow together and

to serve our communities. So that's a beautiful picture, Matt, thank you for that.

Matt Sink 28:48

Yeah. And the idea of, isn't it one of the portions of the Wesleyan quadrilateral

where our reason is part of it? And not everybody has the same reasons and

reasons the same way. But we can all be together and be civil with each other.

That really doesn't seem like too much to ask.

Jennifer Davis 29:08

We can agree to disagree about certain things. But you're right man, civility is

important.

Amy Coles 29:13



Maybe if we got back to the fundamentals, that would really help us that the

fundamentals of United Methodism that is built on that foundation of grace, the

Wesleyan understanding of grace, that, you know, looks to Scripture, and to the

life and teachings of Jesus for our instruction. And certainly Jesus was one that

taught us to love our neighbors as we love ourselves and to love our enemies as

well. And then also following the movement of the Holy Spirit. And it sounds like

as Matt shares that in his congregation, the Holy Spirit is moving to embrace

children and so don't we want them to be loved? And don't we want them to

know that their beloved children of God? And so maybe we need to turn up the

volume on that and that would kind of dampen down everything else?

Kim Ingram 29:59

Well, we certainly do appreciate that we've been able to have this conversation

today. And for each of you taking your time to be a part of it, and especially to our

listeners for taking time to catch up with us around where we are as a

denomination, where we're going as a conference and as a church. And there will

be more opportunities as part of this feature of The United Methodist Church

series to learn about what our hopes and dreams are for The Western North

Carolina Conference of The United Methodist Church. Thanks to each of you for

being a part of this podcast today.

Kim Ingram 30:29

I am always inspired by these conversations, and I hope that you were today as

well. I also hope you have your own hopes and dreams for the future of The United

Methodist Church specifically as it relates to your connection and local church.

And would love for you to use the hashtag on social media #BeUMC, to share



those hopes and dreams. I was reminded of a conversation that I had with my

brother in law who said to me, you know, we don't really always think alike. And

we don't always believe the same things he said, but we're family and I love you. It

reminds me that we're all brothers and sisters adopted into the family of God. As

it's written in Ephesians chapter one, “Just as he chose us in Christ before the

foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love. He destined

us for adoption as his children through Jesus Christ. According to the good

pleasure of His will, to the praise of His glorious grace that He bestowed freely on

us in the Beloved.” Thank you for listening to this episode of the Means of Grace

podcast.

Speaker: Thank you for listening to Means of Grace, a podcast produced by the

Western North Carolina Conference of the United Methodist Church. We hope you

enjoyed listening to these podcast and use them as a way to stay connected to

our community. Remember to subscribe to Means of Grace for free on Apple

Podcast, Spotify or wherever you get your podcasts. Please leave us an honest

rating and a review. It helps others find this podcast. Follow the WNCC on

Facebook, Instagram and Twitter @WNCCUMC. Once again, that's @WNCCUMC.

Means of Grace is produced by the Western North Carolina Conference of the

United Methodist Church and Andy Goh of GohJo Studios.
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