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Closing a Local Church under ¶ 2549: Theology, Law, and Process 
 
By Rev. Luan-Vu “Lui” Tran, Ph.D. 
 
Abstract 
This ar)cle explains the process and theology of closing a local United Methodist church 
under ¶ 2549 of the Book of Discipline 2020/2024. It emphasizes that closure is not simply a 
legal or property maBer but a theological act of stewardship and connec)onal grace, ensuring 
that the ministry and assets of a discon)nued congrega)on con)nue to serve the mission of the 
wider Church. 
Grounded in the Trust Clause (¶ 2501) and the doctrine of connec)onalism, closure occurs only 
when a congrega)on no longer fulfills its missional purpose or when its property is no longer 
used or maintained as a United Methodist place of worship. The process requires a ¶ 213 
congrega)onal assessment, legal review of property )tle, consulta)on with the district board of 
church loca)on and building, and a membership transfer plan (¶ 229) to preserve pastoral care. 
Final authority rests with the annual conference, which may act on a district superintendent’s 
recommenda)on or a local church’s pe))on. In emergencies, ad-interim or exigent procedures 
(¶ 2549.4) allow temporary protec)on of property un)l the next conference session. Judicial 
Council Decisions—par)cularly 1490 (2023), 1512 (2024), 1517 (2025), and 1518 (2025)—clarify 
that ¶ 2549 cannot be used for disaffilia)on or property separa)on and that all closures must 
follow connec)onal law and due process. 
Ul)mately, the ar)cle portrays closure as a liturgical and covenantal act—a way of transforming 
endings into new beginnings, where the legacy of a local congrega)on is redeemed for 
con)nued mission within the body of Christ. 
 
 
I. Introduc+on 
The closing of a local church is among the most solemn and consequen)al acts within United 
Methodist polity. It touches not only the stewardship of property and endowments but also the 
pastoral care of congregants and the integrity of the connec)onal covenant. The Book of 
Discipline 2020/2024 governs this process through ¶ 2549, a paragraph rooted in cons)tu)onal 
trust-clause theology (¶ 2501) and developed through decades of Judicial Council 
interpreta)on. 
 
Recent Judicial Council Decisions—especially Decisions 1490 (2023), 1512 (2024), 1517 (2025), 
and 1518 (2025)—underscore that ¶ 2549 is a closure provision, not a pathway for disaffilia)on 
or property separa)on. Understanding the law of closure requires aBen)on to 
its grounds, procedural safeguards, and connec)onal implica)ons. 
 
II. Theological and Legal Founda+ons 
1. The Trust Clause as Cons3tu3onal Covenant 
The closing of a local church cannot be understood merely as a property transac)on; it is, at 
heart, an act of covenantal theology. The Trust Clause (¶ 2501) declares that “all proper5es of 
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United Methodist local churches and other United Methodist agencies and ins5tu5ons are held, 
in trust, for The United Methodist Church and subject to the provisions of its Discipline.” This 
statement is not merely a legal device; it embodies the principle that all ministry resources—
sanctuaries, parsonages, and endowments alike—exist for the mission of the whole connec)on. 
The Trust Clause has cons)tu)onal character within United Methodist polity. The Judicial 
Council has long recognized that it implements the connec)onal principle embedded in the 
Cons)tu)on’s Restric)ve Rules (¶¶ 18–23). In Decision 1512 (2024), the Council reaffirmed that 
no local or annual conference ac)on may “negate or nullify” the Trust Clause, for it represents 
the theological reality that the Church is one body whose mission is shared across boundaries of 
geography and culture. Property, therefore, is not owned in an absolute sense; it is entrusted for 
the sake of the gospel. 
 
This idea has deep Methodist roots. John Wesley understood Chris)an stewardship as a form of 
holy living—“gain all you can, save all you can, give all you can”—and he organized the early 
Methodist socie)es under a paBern of mutual accountability and shared mission. The Trust 
Clause translates that spiritual discipline into a legal framework. When a congrega)on ceases to 
func)on, the Trust Clause ensures that its resources are redeployed, not abandoned, so that the 
mission con)nues through other expressions of the Church. 
 
2. Connec3onalism as Ecclesial Law 
Beneath the Trust Clause lies the broader doctrine of connec)onalism, which the Book of 
Discipline describes as “not merely a linking of one charge conference to another” but “rather a 
vital web of interac)ve rela)onships” (¶ 132). Connec)onalism is not only theological; it is also 
juridical. It gives rise to a form of governance that mirrors the checks and balances of 
cons)tu)onal federalism while maintaining the Church’s spiritual unity. 
 
Decision 1444 (2022) ar)culated this clearly, describing connec)onalism as “the universal 
thread out of which the temporal and spiritual fabric of the Church is providen)ally woven.” 
This decision—frequently cited in later rulings such as 1512 and 1518—situates all property, 
personnel, and procedural ques)ons within a single ecclesial polity. Thus, when a church closes, 
the act must occur within this framework, not apart from it. The annual conference, as the basic 
body of connec)onal life, exercises stewardship on behalf of the whole denomina)on. 
 
3. Closure as Ecclesiology in Prac3ce 
The legal process of closure under ¶ 2549 reflects a theological convic)on: that the Church’s 
mission endures even when a par)cular congrega)on’s season has ended. Closing a church does 
not end the ministry it once embodied; rather, it transfers the trust—the people, resources, and 
witness—into new forms of mission. 
 
This perspec)ve transforms closure from an act of loss into an act of grace. It affirms what 
Wesley called “connec5onal holiness”: a communal voca)on to use every gid for the greater 
good of the Body of Christ. The required ¶ 213 assessment of congrega)onal poten)al and 
the membership-transfer plan under ¶ 229 are therefore not procedural formali)es but 
theological expressions of pastoral care and stewardship. They ensure that the people of God 
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and the assets of ministry remain within the covenant, serving Christ’s mission rather than 
private or sectarian aims. 
 
4. The Role of Law in the Economy of Grace 
United Methodist law, including ¶ 2549, func)ons not to constrain grace but to order it. The 
legal structures of the Church embody a prac)cal theology of accountability—what Wesley 
might call “grace made visible.” The Judicial Council, in its oversight func)on, protects this grace 
by ensuring that procedural integrity matches theological intent. 
 
When the Council, in Decisions 1512, 1517, and 1518, prohibited the use of closure as a “back-
door exit,” it was not simply defending ins)tu)onal property rights; it was upholding 
a sacramental vision of connec)onal belonging. To remain United Methodist is to remain in 
covenant with others, even when ministries close and resources shid. The law of closure thus 
becomes a tes)mony to the Church’s belief that death and resurrec)on are woven into its 
structure—that endings, when faithful, create space for new life in the Body of Christ. 
 
The theological and legal founda)ons of ¶ 2549 converge in one principle: stewardship within 
connec)on. Property is held in trust; authority is exercised collegially; closure is undertaken not 
for separa)on but for renewal. Every procedural step—assessment, consent, ves)ng, and 
recordkeeping—embodies a theology of grace disciplined by law. To close a church faithfully, 
then, is to par)cipate in the con)nuing reforma)on of the connec)on itself, where the mission 
of the whole always transcends the life of any single congrega)on. 
 
III. Grounds for Closure (¶ 2549.1) 
Paragraph 2549.1 of the Book of Discipline (2020/2024) establishes the threshold grounds under 
which a local church may be considered for closure. It authorizes the district superintendent 
(DS)—in consulta)on with the bishop and the district board of church loca)on and building 
(DBCLB)—to ini)ate the process when certain factual and missional condi)ons are met. These 
condi)ons are not puni)ve but pastoral; they mark moments when the congrega)on’s life cycle 
may have reached comple)on, and its ministry must be realigned with the broader mission of 
the Church. 
 
1. When the Church No Longer Serves Its Missional Purpose 
The first ground for closure arises when “the local church no longer serves the purpose for which 
it was organized.” This language recalls the basic purposes of the Church ar)culated in ¶¶ 201–
204 of the Discipline: 

• to make disciples of Jesus Christ for the transforma)on of the world, 
• to be a community of faith, hope, and love, and 
• to minister to the world in the name of Christ. 

 
If a congrega)on ceases to engage meaningfully in worship, evangelism, service, or 
discipleship—or if it has become unable to sustain pastoral leadership, membership, or financial 
responsibility—then it may no longer fulfill the purpose for which it was chartered. 
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However, the determina)on of “no longer serving its purpose” is not purely numerical. United 
Methodist polity resists defining vitality by aBendance or budget alone. The ¶ 213 
assessment (required later in ¶ 2549.2(a)) must evaluate not only demographics and financial 
data but also spiritual fruijulness and community context. A small congrega)on that remains 
faithful in witness and ministry may s)ll be “serving its purpose,” while a larger but disengaged 
body may not. 
 
Judicial Council Decision 1517 (2025) implicitly affirmed this holis)c approach, no)ng that 
closure is legi)mate only when genuine missional cessa)on—not administra)ve convenience—
is demonstrated. The DS’s discernment, therefore, is theological before it is managerial: it asks 
not “Can this church survive?” but “Is its ministry s)ll serving the purposes of Christ as defined 
by our Discipline?” 
 
2. When Property Is No Longer Used or Maintained as a United Methodist Place of Worship 
The second ground concerns the physical stewardship of property. Closure may be warranted 
when “the property is no longer used, maintained, or supported as a United Methodist place of 
divine worship.” This criterion recognizes that buildings themselves can fall into disrepair, disuse, 
or abandonment, placing the annual conference at legal and financial risk. 
 
This ground is especially relevant in rural or urban contexts where popula)on shids or economic 
decline have led historic sanctuaries empty. When a church is func)onally dormant—no regular 
worship, no ac)ve membership, or no capacity to maintain insurance, u)li)es, or repairs—the 
DS may determine that the property no longer fulfills its sacred purpose. 
Importantly, “not maintained” does not mean “temporarily under renova)on” or “used for 
alterna)ve ministry forms.” Many congrega)ons share space with nonprofits or new church 
plants; such arrangements may fully sa)sfy the requirement that property be used for ministry. 
What triggers ¶ 2549.1(2) is a sustained abandonment of use or a breakdown of the 
congrega)on’s ability or willingness to maintain its trust obliga)ons. 
 
Decision 1490 (2023) provides interpre)ve support here. The Council upheld exigent-closure 
authority precisely to protect such proper)es from deteriora)on or misappropria)on when a 
local body can no longer act. The decision confirms that stewardship of property is 
a connec5onal duty, not a local en)tlement. 
 
3. The Theological Balance: Mission and Stewardship 
These two grounds—missional cessa)on and property disuse—must be read together. The first 
is missional; the second is material. One speaks to the life of the congrega)on; the other to the 
stewardship of its assets. A closure recommenda)on should normally arise from a convergence 
of both: the people can no longer sustain effec)ve ministry, and the property no longer serves 
that ministry. 
 
When interpreted through Wesleyan theology, this balance mirrors the unity of spirit and 
discipline that shapes Methodist order. A church building, like any means of grace, is a vessel for 



 5 

the gospel; when the vessel can no longer bear that grace effec)vely, the connec)on assumes 
stewardship to redirect it. 
 
4. Dis3nguishing Decline from Death 
A key pastoral challenge lies in dis)nguishing between a declining church and a dying church. 
Decline calls for revitaliza)on; death calls for closure. The Discipline an)cipates this discernment 
through ¶ 213, which requires an assessment of congrega)onal viability before any closure is 
proposed. That study considers demographics, poten)al for new ministry, and alterna)ve uses 
for the property. 
 
If the assessment reveals reasonable prospects for renewal—through merger, shared ministry, 
or mission realignment—closure should be deferred. Only when such possibili)es are 
exhausted, and when the congrega)on itself acknowledges the end of its viable ministry, does ¶ 
2549.1 properly apply. This step transforms closure from an act upon a church to an act with a 
church, aligning with the Methodist ethos of conferencing and consent. 
 
5. Judicial and Administra3ve Implica3ons 
The Judicial Council’s recent jurisprudence underscores that these grounds must be applied 
faithfully and transparently. In Decision 1512 (2024), the Council cri)cized the misuse of ¶ 2549 
as a “gracious exit” device, where the alleged ground for closure was contrived rather than 
factual. Similarly, in Decision 1518 (2025), the Council reaffirmed that the Trust Clause cannot 
be evaded by recharacterizing disaffilia)on as closure. Both decisions imply that genuine closure 
must be fact-based and connec)onally mo)vated, not driven by ideological or poli)cal disputes. 
Administra)vely, this means the DS must compile documentary evidence—minutes, aBendance 
records, financial reports, and inspec)on findings—substan)a)ng the stated grounds. The 
annual conference relies on this record when considering a closure resolu)on, ensuring the 
decision rests on verifiable facts rather than assump)on. 
 
6. A Pastoral Vision of Closure 
Ul)mately, the grounds for closure exist not to measure failure but to steward faithfulness. In 
the Methodist understanding, a congrega)on’s ministry does not end when its doors close; it 
con)nues through the lives and witness of its members and through the redeployment of its 
resources. Closure, then, is the Church’s way of acknowledging that resurrec)on some)mes 
requires leong go. When the DS and conference act under ¶ 2549.1, they do so not as 
executors of demise but as midwives of new beginnings—ensuring that what was entrusted to 
one community of faith may serve others in the ongoing mission of Christ. 
 
IV. Preliminary Steps Required (¶ 2549.2(a)) 
Before a local church may be closed, Paragraph 2549.2(a) requires the district superintendent 
(DS) to complete a deliberate and mul)-layered process of discernment, consulta)on, and 
documenta)on. These steps ensure that closure is orderly, lawful, and connec)onally faithful. 
They embody both due process and pastoral care, safeguarding against hasty or arbitrary 
decisions while affirming the Church’s cons)tu)onal integrity. 
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The paragraph outlines four dis)nct preparatory requirements: (1) a congrega)onal assessment 
under ¶ 213, (2) a legal review of property )tle, (3) consulta)on on property use with the 
district board of church loca)on and building (DBCLB), and (4) a membership transfer plan 
under ¶ 229. Each serves a theological as well as administra)ve purpose, reflec)ng the United 
Methodist balance of grace and order. 
 
1. The ¶ 213 Assessment: Discerning Poten3al Before Declaring Closure 
The first step calls for the DS to “guide an assessment of the congrega)on’s poten)al as 
provided in ¶ 213.” This requirement is both diagnos)c and theological. Paragraph 213 provides 
the Church’s mechanism for evalua)ng congrega)onal vitality, mission poten)al, and 
community context before taking any ac)on to close or merge a church. It requires examining 
such factors as demographics, financial health, leadership capacity, missional engagement, and 
the presence of nearby United Methodist ministries. 
 
This assessment reflects the Wesleyan belief that every congrega)on, however small, remains a 
vessel of grace and should not be declared defunct without careful spiritual discernment. In 
prac)cal terms, the DS may convene a consulta)on team that includes conference staff, lay 
leaders, and community partners to review data and explore renewal possibili)es. 
The Judicial Council, in Decision 1517 (2025), underscored the importance of this step. The 
Council ruled that failure to conduct a proper ¶ 213 assessment cons)tuted a material 
procedural defect, rendering a closure resolu)on incomplete and procedurally invalid. The 
assessment is thus not op)onal; it is the essen)al safeguard that dis)nguishes a faithful 
closure from an improper administra)ve dissolu)on. 
 
2. Legal Opinion on Title, Reversionary Clauses, and Property Interests 
The second requirement mandates that the DS obtain “a legal opinion as to whether there are 
any reversionary clauses, rights of reentry, or other restric)ons in the )tle documents.” This 
provision ensures that closure complies with both civil law and theological trust law. 
Under American property law, many church deeds contain condi)ons—such as reverter 
clauses—that may trigger a return of property to heirs, donors, or previous owners if the 
property ceases to be used for worship. Failing to iden)fy such condi)ons can expose the 
annual conference to li)ga)on or loss of property. 
 
In Methodist theology, this legal review is also an act of stewardship. Because all church 
property is held in trust for The United Methodist Church (¶ 2501), the conference has a moral 
obliga)on to handle )tle transfers transparently and honorably. The DS’s legal consulta)on—
oden conducted with conference chancellors or trustees’ counsel—ensures that closure ac)ons 
reflect both the law of the land and the law of the Church. 
 
3. Consulta3on with the District Board of Church Loca3on and Building (DBCLB) 
The third step requires that the DS, together with the district board of church loca)on and 
building, “develop a plan for the disposi)on or future use of the property.” The DBCLB func)ons 
as the conference’s land-use discernment body, charged with advising on the acquisi)on, sale, 
reloca)on, or repurposing of United Methodist proper)es. 
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In closure proceedings, this board ensures that property decisions align with broader missional 
strategy. The board’s input might include recommenda)ons for conver)ng a closed church into 
a mission center, shared ministry hub, or housing for new church starts. This consulta)on 
prevents the purely transac)onal liquida)on of sacred space and invites crea)ve stewardship. 
Judicial Council precedent, par)cularly Decision 1490 (2023), affirms the DBCLB’s protec)ve 
role. In cases of exigent closure, the Council noted that the board’s par)cipa)on provides a 
necessary check on episcopal and DS authority, ensuring that ves)ng decisions serve the 
mission of the conference rather than expedience. 
 
4. Membership Transfer Plan under ¶ 229: Pastoral Con3nuity 
The final preparatory step is the development of a plan for transferring members of the closing 
congrega)on, in accordance with ¶ 229. This requirement embodies the Church’s pastoral 
heart. Members are not “dissolved” when their church closes; they remain part of the 
covenantal people of God. 
 
Paragraph 229 directs that members be transferred to another United Methodist church so that 
they con)nue to receive pastoral care, have voice and vote in the life of the Church, and remain 
accountable in discipleship. The DS typically coordinates this process with nearby pastors and 
church councils, ensuring each member is personally invited into a new fellowship. 
The Judicial Council, in Decisions 1512 (2024) and 1517 (2025), has pointed to this step as 
evidence that ¶ 2549 presumes con)nuity within the United Methodist connec)on. Closure is 
not an act of separa)on but of pastoral transi5on. When faithfully executed, the membership 
transfer plan transforms closure from an ending into a re-gathering of the flock. 
 
5. Procedural Integrity and Documenta3on 
Ader comple)ng these steps, the DS should compile a closure dossier—a comprehensive record 
including the ¶ 213 assessment, the legal opinion leBer, the DBCLB’s property-use plan, and the 
membership transfer plan. This dossier becomes the factual basis for the bishop’s and cabinet’s 
recommenda)on to the annual conference. 
Paragraph 2549.2(d) states that failure to complete every step does not invalidate the annual 
conference’s ac5on, but Judicial Council prac)ce makes clear that omiong major elements—
par)cularly the ¶ 213 assessment—can undermine legi)macy. Proper documenta)on protects 
both the conference’s legal standing and the church’s moral witness. 
 
V. The Decision to Close: Two Authorized Pathways 
The Book of Discipline grants the authority to close a local church to the annual conference—
the basic unit of connec)onal governance in United Methodist polity. Under ¶ 2549.2(b)–(c), 
closure may occur through two authorized pathways, each designed to balance episcopal 
supervision, district oversight, and conference authority: (1) a district superintendent–ini5ated 
recommenda5on, and (2) a local church pe55on for closure. Both paths ul)mately require 
the ac)on of the annual conference, for only that body—composed of clergy and lay members 
together—may lawfully declare a church closed and transfer its property to the conference 
trustees. 
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These two routes ensure that closure decisions are not unilateral acts of hierarchy or local 
preference but collabora)ve expressions of connec)onal accountability. 
 
1. The DS-Ini3ated Recommenda3on (¶ 2549.2(b)) 
The first and most common pathway begins when the district superintendent, ader comple)ng 
all preparatory steps under ¶ 2549.2(a), recommends closure. This recommenda)on must be 
accompanied by the consent of the presiding bishop, a majority of the district superintendents, 
and the district board of church loca)on and building (DBCLB). 
This layered consent process embodies United Methodism’s dis)nc)ve collegial and 
connec)onal governance. It prevents any single officer—whether bishop or superintendent—
from closing a church unilaterally. The decision to recommend closure becomes a corporate act 
of discernment, balancing pastoral sensi)vity with fiduciary responsibility. 
Once these consents are obtained, the maBer proceeds to the annual conference, which alone 
has authority to declare closure. Upon that declara)on, )tle to all real and personal property of 
the local church immediately vests in the annual conference board of trustees (¶ 2549.2(b)). 
The trustees then hold and administer the property “in trust for the annual conference,” subject 
to its direc)on. 
 
The Judicial Council, in Decision 1490 (2023), affirmed this cons)tu)onal hierarchy: although 
exigent or interim ac)ons may temporarily vest )tle for protec)on, formal closure belongs only 
to the annual conference in session. This safeguard ensures that closure decisions are 
deliberated in a representa)ve body that reflects the Church’s diversity of orders and voices. 
From a theological standpoint, this process reflects the Wesleyan belief that authority in the 
Church is always rela)onal—shared, not absolute. The DS may discern, but the conference 
decides. This checks-and-balances system prevents both episcopal overreach and local 
isola)onism, embodying the Methodist principle that connec)onal unity is the context for every 
act of governance. 
 
2. The Local Church Pe33on (¶ 2549.3) 
The second pathway allows for closure to originate from within the congrega)on itself. Under ¶ 
2549.2(c), the church council (or equivalent governing body), together with the appointed 
pastor and at least one lay member of the annual conference, may pe))on the annual 
conference to declare the church closed. 
This route recognizes the spiritual maturity and agency of local congrega)ons. A faithful church 
may discern that its mission has been completed, that resources can beBer serve the wider 
connec)on, or that sustaining the congrega)on is no longer feasible. Rather than wai)ng for a 
DS recommenda)on, such a church may voluntarily ini)ate closure in a spirit of graceful 
surrender and stewardship. 
 
The pe))on must include sufficient documenta)on to demonstrate the same condi)ons 
required under ¶ 2549.1: that the church no longer serves its purpose or that the property is no 
longer used or maintained as a United Methodist place of worship. The annual conference, 
upon reviewing the pe))on and verifying compliance with the preparatory steps of ¶ 2549.2(a), 
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may then declare the church closed. Once again, )tle to all property vests in the conference 
trustees. 
 
This pathway honors the principle of conferencing—the Methodist convic)on that holy 
decision-making occurs through open, delibera)ve conversa)on among clergy and laity. It 
allows local members to par)cipate ac)vely in the discernment of their congrega)on’s future, 
turning what could be an experience of loss into an act of missional generosity. 
 
3. Annual Conference Authority: The Final Decision-Maker 
In both pathways, the annual conference remains the decisive body. Paragraph 2549 situates 
closure within the same ecclesial level that ordains clergy, admits members in full connec)on, 
and defines mission priori)es. This placement reflects the cons)tu)onal principle of balance: 
local churches are essen)al to the connec)on, but their existence and dissolu)on are subject to 
the conference that cons)tutes their covenantal home. 
When the annual conference votes to close a church, it acts on behalf of the en)re 
denomina)on. The decision must be recorded in the conference journal, no)ng the effec)ve 
date of closure, the ves)ng of property, and the disposi)on of records and members. 
The conference board of trustees then assumes all legal authority over the property, while 
the district superintendent completes the pastoral and administra)ve follow-up. 
Judicial Council Decision 1512 (2024) reemphasized this point, warning that no bishop, cabinet, 
or commiBee may circumvent annual conference ac)on by using closure language to effect a de 
facto disaffilia)on. Only the conference’s legisla)ve vote can close a local church, and only 
within the limits set by the Cons)tu)on and the Discipline. 
 
4. Connec3onal Consent and Holy Closure 
Both authorized pathways embody the Methodist doctrine that authority flows through 
conferencing—not from hierarchical decree or congrega)onal independence. Closure is 
therefore an act of connec)onal consent: the local church, the district, and the annual 
conference each par)cipate in discernment, ensuring that the final decision reflects both 
pastoral wisdom and legal integrity. 
At its best, this process mirrors the communal nature of grace. Just as Methodism arose from 
socie)es bound together by covenant, so too does the Church seek to end ministries in 
covenantal fashion—through consulta)on, prayer, and shared decision-making. The purpose is 
not ins)tu)onal control but connec)onal faithfulness: to ensure that every church, whether 
con)nuing or closing, remains part of the larger story of God’s redeeming work. 
 
VI. Ad-Interim and Exigent Procedures (¶ 2549.4) 
While ¶ 2549.2(b)–(c) describes the ordinary pathways for church closure—acted upon during a 
regular session of the annual conference—the Book of Discipline also provides for ad-interim 
ac)on when immediate circumstances demand protec)on of property or con)nuity of mission. 
These provisions, gathered in ¶ 2549.4, recognize that crises do not always wait for the annual 
conference to convene. They allow the Church to act quickly yet s)ll under disciplined authority. 
The purpose of these procedures is preserva)ve, not permanent: they safeguard assets, 
maintain legal standing, and prevent harm un)l the conference itself can make a final decision. 
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As Judicial Council Decision 1490 (2023) affirmed, ad-interim ves)ng is temporary stewardship 
under connec5onal supervision, not a subs)tute for conference closure. 
 
1. Voluntary Transfer of Property between Sessions (¶ 2549.4 [a]) 
The first ad-interim procedure allows a local church—by ac)on of its governing board—
to voluntarily transfer )tle of all property to the annual conference board of trustees between 
sessions of the annual conference. This op)on is oden used when a congrega)on recognizes 
that it cannot sustain its ministry but wishes to place its property safely under conference care 
while discernment con)nues. 
Such voluntary transfer does not automa)cally cons)tute closure. Rather, it is a holding 
arrangement that places )tle in the hands of the conference trustees, who then manage, lease, 
or secure the property pending the next annual conference’s vote. At that later session, the 
conference must determine whether to (1) declare the church closed, (2) repurpose the 
property for another ministry, or (3) recons)tute the congrega)on in some new form. 
From a theological perspec)ve, this voluntary transfer is an act of connec)onal trust and 
surrender. It allows a local congrega)on to acknowledge its limita)ons without severing the 
bond of covenant, entrus)ng its resources to the wider Church for con)nued mission. 
 
2. Exigent-Circumstance Ves3ng (¶ 2549.4 [b]) 
The second procedure applies when the bishop, a majority of district superintendents, and 
the district board of church loca)on and building (DBCLB) determine that “exigent 
circumstances require immediate protec5on of the property.”In such cases, they may, by wriBen 
consent, vest )tle immediately in the annual conference trustees—without wai5ng for a session 
of the conference. 
a. Purpose and Scope 
“Exigent circumstances” are defined broadly but always in rela)on to ¶ 2549.1’s two underlying 
grounds: 

1. the local church no longer serves the purpose for which it was organized, or 
2. its property is no longer used or maintained as a United Methodist place of worship. 

Typical exigent scenarios include: 
• Abandonment of the church building or parsonage; 
• A sudden leadership or membership collapse leaving no func)oning board of trustees; 
• Insurance cancella)on, foreclosure, or unsafe building condi)ons; 
• Legal risk (e.g., unauthorized property sale or occupa)on by a group claiming 

independence). 
In such moments, wai)ng several months for the annual conference to meet could endanger 
the trust property or expose the denomina)on to liability. Exigent ves)ng therefore acts as 
a protec)ve interven)on—not a disciplinary measure against the congrega)on but a 
stewardship response to emergency need. 
 
b. Disciplinary Safeguards 
Even in exigent situa)ons, the Discipline requires three layers of concurrence: the bishop, a 
majority of DSs, and the DBCLB. This tri-part structure ensures that no single authority can seize 
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control of property. Instead, the act reflects collec5ve episcopal and district discernment, 
grounded in the connec)onal covenant. 
 
c. Judicial Council Interpreta3on 
Decision 1490 (2023) clarified the nature and limits of exigent closure. The Council ruled that 
while immediate ves)ng of )tle is valid to protect church property, such ves)ng does not 
cons)tute final closure. The annual conference in session remains the only body empowered to 
decide whether a local church is officially discon)nued under ¶ 2549.2(b). Any interim 
conveyance must be reported to the next annual conference, which then decides whether to 
confirm closure, repurpose the property, or reverse the ves)ng. 
In the Council’s words, exigent authority is “custodial, not conclusive.” This dis)nc)on 
safeguards the cons)tu)onal principle of shared governance and prevents the misuse of 
emergency provisions to accomplish closure without conference delibera)on. 
 
3. Administra3ve and Legal Responsibili3es of Conference Trustees 
Upon ves)ng—whether by voluntary transfer or exigent declara)on—the annual conference 
board of trusteesimmediately assumes responsibility for: 

• securing the property (locks, insurance, u)li)es); 
• assessing its condi)on and liabili)es; 
• ensuring compliance with local laws and denomina)onal trust provisions; 
• maintaining clear documenta)on of all ac)ons. 

Trustees act as fiduciaries of the connec)on, not as owners in their own right. Their stewardship 
con)nues un)l the annual conference directs final disposi)on under ¶ 2549.3, whether through 
sale, lease, or redeployment for new ministry. 
 
Because )tle changes hands, civil filings must be executed carefully to avoid confusion over 
ownership or liability. Conference chancellors and legal counsel should be involved from the 
outset to record deeds and verify insurance con)nuity. 
 
4. Theological Ra3onale: Urgency under Discipline 
The ad-interim and exigent provisions reflect a Methodist understanding of ordered freedom. 
The Church acknowledges that crises demand flexibility but insists that flexibility operate within 
covenantal boundaries. When bishops and superintendents act in exigency, they do so not as 
autonomous agents but as guardians of the trust. 
 
Wesleyan polity assumes that law and grace are not opposites but partners: The Spirit and 
discipline must go hand in hand. Exigent ac)on, rightly undertaken, is an embodiment of that 
partnership—swid enough to protect the Church’s temporal assets, yet humble enough to 
submit to the judgment of the annual conference. 
 
5. Pastoral and Ethical Considera3ons 
Ad-interim measures should always be accompanied by pastoral communica)on. The affected 
congrega)on, even if inac)ve, deserves clear no)ce that property ves)ng has occurred, an 
explana)on of why it was necessary, and assurance that the annual conference will later 



 12 

deliberate the maBer publicly. Failure to communicate can breed mistrust and invite civil 
dispute. 
 
Moreover, in cases where exigent ves)ng arises from congrega)onal conflict or aBempted 
disaffilia)on, leaders must exercise restraint and transparency. Judicial Council Decisions 1512 
(2024) and 1518 (2025) cau)on that invoking closure language to pre-empt due process in 
disaffilia)on disputes cons)tutes misuse of ¶ 2549.4. The goal is protec)on, not punishment; 
preserva)on, not pre-emp)on. 
 
VII. Effects of Closure 
1. Property and Insignia 
Upon closure, )tle vests in the annual conference trustees. They must remove United Methodist 
insignia from signage and literature and manage insurance claims related to property loss or 
damage. 
 
2. Records and Archives 
The DS must collect all deeds, minutes, membership rolls, and cornerstone contents and deposit 
them with the conference commission on archives and history for permanent safekeeping. 
 
3. Membership Care 
Members are to be transferred under ¶ 229 to nearby United Methodist congrega)ons. See 
above Sec)on IV.4. This pastoral step dis)nguishes closure (an act within the connec)on) 
from disaffilia5on (a departure from it). Judicial Council Decisions 1512 and 1517 both cited the 
member-transfer requirement as evidence that ¶ 2549 presumes con)nued United Methodist 
iden)ty. 
 
VIII. GiQs, Endowments, and Sale Proceeds 
1. Handling Restricted Funds 
Conference trustees review all gids and endowments of the closed church and dispose of them 
as the annual conference directs, subject to civil-law constraints. Decision 1461 (2023) clarified 
that once a donor’s intent has been fulfilled (e.g., a building erected), closing the church 
removes ongoing restric)ons on proceeds, unless a deed or statute requires otherwise. 
 
2. The Urban-Center Rule 
If the property lies in a municipality of over 50,000, proceeds from its sale must be used for 
ministry within urban transi)onal communi)es (¶ 212). Decision 1282 (2014) held that this 
requirement is mandatory and not subject to conference discre)on. 
 
3. Non-Urban Proceeds 
Outside urban centers, funds may be used for new church starts, revitaliza)on, or ministries 
with the poor as listed in ¶ 2549.3(b). Transparency in the trustees’ report to the annual 
conference is strongly advised. 
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IX. Judicial Council Case Law (2014–2025) 
The Judicial Council has issued a series of rulings in recent years that collec)vely define and 
safeguard the lawful boundaries of church closure under ¶ 2549. These decisions clarify the 
difference between legi)mate closure and improper use of closure provisions to accomplish 
disaffilia)on or property transfer outside the connec)on. Together, they underscore that ¶ 2549 
is an act of internal stewardship within the covenantal framework of the United Methodist 
Church—not a transac)onal device for separa)on. 
 
1. Decision 1490 (2023): Exigent Ves3ng and Annual Conference Authority 
In Decision 1490 (2023), the Council upheld the validity of exigent closures under ¶ 2549.4(b), 
confirming that a bishop, a majority of district superintendents, and the district board of church 
loca)on and building may act ad interim to vest )tle in the annual conference trustees when 
immediate protec)on of property is required. However, the ruling emphasized that such ad-
interim ac)ons do not cons)tute final closure. The annual conference in session must ul)mately 
vote to close the church. This decision preserved both prac)cal flexibility and cons)tu)onal 
accountability, ensuring that urgent property maBers can be addressed without bypassing the 
conference’s authority. 
 
2. Decision 1512 (2024): ¶ 2549 Is Not a Disaffilia3on Pathway 
The pivotal Decision 1512 (2024) drew a bright line between closure and disaffilia5on. The 
Judicial Council held that ¶ 2549 cannot be construed as a “gracious exit” mechanism for 
congrega)ons seeking to leave the denomina)on with their property. Instead, it exists solely to 
provide an orderly process for the discon)nuance of local churches within the United Methodist 
connec)on. The Council grounded its reasoning in the cons)tu)onal nature of the Trust Clause 
(¶ 2501) and the Church’s doctrine of connec)onalism, as previously ar)culated in Decision 
1444 (2022). By reaffirming the Trust Clause’s theological and legal force, the Council prevented 
conferences from using closure resolu)ons to undermine connec)onal unity. 
 
3. Decision 1517 (2025): Closure as Pretext and Procedural Defects 
In Decision 1517 (2025), the Judicial Council addressed a case where an annual conference 
aBempted to close a church under ¶ 2549 as a means of allowing the same congrega)on to 
reorganize independently and retain property. The Council found this ac)on to be an improper 
use of the closure provision, reaffirming its earlier holding in Decision 1512. Moreover, the 
Council noted procedural deficiencies—most notably the failure to conduct the required ¶ 213 
assessment of congrega)onal viability—which rendered the process defec)ve. This decision 
made clear that both the intent and the procedure of closure must conform to the Discipline’s 
requirements; a closure cannot serve as a façade for disaffilia)on, nor can essen)al procedural 
safeguards be ignored. 
 
4. Decision 1518 (2025): Reinforcing the Boundaries 
Shortly ader Decision 1517, the Council issued Decision 1518 (2025), further reinforcing that ¶ 
2549 cannot be used to facilitate “sell-back” arrangements or property transfers to 
congrega)ons newly organized outside the United Methodist Church. The Council rejected a 
conference’s aBempt to use closure language to circumvent the Trust Clause by transferring 
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property to the same local members under a new corporate en)ty. Decision 1518 thus closed 
another poten)al loophole, confirming that property held in trust remains within the 
connec)on unless properly released under Discipline provisions authorized by the General 
Conference. 
 
5. Decision 1461 (2023): Handling Restricted Funds upon Closure 
In Decision 1461 (2023), the Judicial Council addressed the treatment of donor-restricted funds 
and endowments when a church closes. The Council held that once the donor’s designated 
purpose—such as the construc)on or use of a facility—has been fulfilled, the closing of the 
church generally terminates further restric)ons unless civil law or deed language dictates 
otherwise. This clarifica)on provides essen)al guidance to annual conference trustees 
responsible for redistribu)ng endowment or legacy assets ader closure. 
 
6. Decision 1282 (2014): The Urban-Center Rule 
While older, Decision 1282 (2014) con)nues to govern the interpreta)on of ¶ 2549’s “urban-
center rule.” The Council ruled that when a closed church is located in a municipality with a 
popula)on exceeding 50,000, the proceeds from its sale must be used for ministries in urban 
transi)onal communi)es (¶ 212). This requirement is mandatory, not discre)onary. The 
decision ensures that the closure of urban congrega)ons contributes directly to renewed urban 
mission and jus)ce ministries. 
 
The Judicial Council’s consistent message is unmistakable: ¶ 2549 is an instrument of faithful 
stewardship, not a means of withdrawal. Through these rulings, the Council has for)fied the 
cons)tu)onal framework of the United Methodist connec)on, upholding both the leBer and 
the spirit of the Book of Discipline. 
 
X. Common PiWalls and Compliance Strategies 
Despite the clear framework provided in ¶ 2549, errors and misunderstandings oden occur in 
the implementa)on of church closures. These missteps can render the process vulnerable to 
challenge or, worse, compromise the connec)onal integrity that the provision was designed to 
protect. The following discussion highlights the most common pijalls, together with strategies 
for faithful and lawful compliance. 
 
1. Skipping the ¶ 213 Assessment 
One of the most frequent procedural lapses is the failure to conduct the congrega)onal 
assessment required by ¶ 213before recommending closure. This assessment evaluates the 
congrega)on’s vitality, community context, and poten)al for redevelopment. In Decision 1517 
(2025), the Judicial Council noted that omiong this step undermined the legi)macy of the 
en)re closure process. The Council viewed the assessment not as a bureaucra)c formality but 
as a theological discernment tool ensuring that closure is truly a last resort. 
 
Compliance strategy: The district superintendent should document the assessment in wri)ng, 
aBach it to the closure recommenda)on, and include evidence of consulta)on with lay 



 15 

leadership and the district board of church loca)on and building (DBCLB). The assessment 
becomes part of the “closure dossier” submiBed to the annual conference. 
 
2. Using Closure to Facilitate Disaffilia3on 
Another major misuse of ¶ 2549 arises when annual conferences or congrega)ons employ 
“closure” as a vehicle for disaffilia)on. Decisions 1512 (2024), 1517 (2025), and 1518 
(2025) each addressed this paBern, ruling that closure cannot serve as a pretext to transfer 
property to the same members organized under a new, non-United Methodist en)ty. The 
Council characterized such ac)ons as viola)ons of the Trust Clause (¶ 2501) and of the Church’s 
cons)tu)onal connec)onalism. 
 
Compliance strategy: The stated purpose of closure must be genuine—the discon)nuance of 
the local church as a United Methodist congrega)on. All documents, minutes, and resolu)ons 
should make clear that the property and membership remain within the denomina)on. Any 
intent to “recons)tute” the congrega)on outside the UMC should be treated as disaffilia)on, 
not closure, and governed by separate General Conference legisla)on if available. 
 
3. Misapplica3on of Sale Proceeds 
Financial missteps also pose risk, especially concerning proceeds from the sale of closed-church 
property. The Book of Discipline is explicit: if the property lies within an urban center exceeding 
50,000 popula)on, proceeds must support ministries in urban transi)onal communi)es (¶ 
212). Decision 1282 (2014) held that this direc)ve is mandatory and cannot be waived or 
redirected for other purposes. Likewise, Decision 1461 (2023) clarified that while donor 
restric)ons generally lapse ader the donor’s intent is fulfilled, trustees must s)ll observe any 
ongoing civil or deed restric)ons. 
 
Compliance strategy: Conference trustees should prepare a wriBen proceeds-use plan 
referencing both ¶ 2549 and ¶ 212, reviewed by the conference treasurer and finance 
commiBee. The plan should be reported to the annual conference journal, demonstra)ng 
transparency and accountability in the disposi)on of assets. 
 
4. Neglec3ng Membership Transfers and Pastoral Care 
A less technical but equally significant pijall involves neglec)ng the transfer of members 
following closure. The Discipline requires that membership records be transferred to another 
United Methodist congrega)on under ¶ 229, ensuring that no member is led without pastoral 
connec)on. The Judicial Council has pointed to this provision as evidence that closure is an 
act within the connec)on, not an exit from it. 
 
Compliance strategy: The district superintendent should coordinate with pastors of nearby 
congrega)ons to receive members formally. A pastoral leBer should accompany the transfer, 
offering assurance of con)nued fellowship and care. This not only fulfills legal requirements but 
also honors the spiritual covenant of membership. 
 
5. Confusing Exigent Ac3on with Final Closure 
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Finally, some conferences mistake ad-interim exigent ac)ons (¶ 2549.4(b)) for final 
closure. Decision 1490 (2023)clarified that exigent ves)ng of )tle in conference trustees is 
temporary and protec)ve; the annual conference in sessionmust later vote on closure. 
 
Compliance strategy: When exigent authority is invoked, the bishop and district 
superintendents should record their wriBen declara)on, including the specific circumstances 
deemed exigent. That record should be reported to the next session of the annual conference, 
where formal closure can be debated and confirmed. 
 
XI. Conclusion 
The process of closing a local church under ¶ 2549 is one of the most delicate and 
consequen)al acts in United Methodist polity. It stands at the intersec)on of law, theology, and 
pastoral care—where legal precision meets spiritual compassion, and where the Church’s 
cons)tu)onal commitments to connec)onalism and stewardship are tested in real 
communi)es. 
 
At first glance, ¶ 2549 appears procedural: a list of prerequisites, consents, and ves)ng clauses. 
Yet beneath its legal form lies a profound theological truth: that property, like people, is 
entrusted to the Church for mission, not possession.When a local congrega)on no longer serves 
its original purpose, or when its building ceases to func)on as a place of divine worship, the 
connec)on assumes that trust—not as confisca)on, but as con)nuity of grace. The assets, 
stories, and spiritual legacy of that congrega)on are not lost; they are carried forward into the 
life of the broader connec)on. 
 
This is the heart of United Methodist cons)tu)onal law: connec)onal stewardship. Every 
closure, properly conducted, proclaims that the Church is larger than any one place or 
genera)on. The sanctuary that once nurtured faith now becomes seed for new ministries—
urban centers of compassion, rural missions, new church plants, or revitalized congrega)ons 
elsewhere. The people once gathered there are invited into other fellowships, their discipleship 
con)nuing without interrup)on. 
 
The Judicial Council’s decisions from 2023 to 2025—notably 1490, 1512, 1517, and 1518—have 
reaffirmed this sacred balance. They remind us that closure is never a tool for withdrawal or 
division, but a disciplined means of preserving the unity and integrity of the Church. Decision 
1512 (2024) especially reasserted that ¶ 2549 is not a disaffilia)on pathway, while Decision 
1517 (2025) exposed the dangers of using closure as a pretext for separa)on. Decision 1490 
(2023)clarified that exigent authority protects property but never replaces conference 
delibera)on, and Decision 1518 (2025) finally closed the loophole of “sell-back” arrangements 
to depar)ng congrega)ons. Together, these rulings build a consistent 
jurisprudence: connec5onalism prevails over convenience; covenant over contract; mission over 
possession. 
 
Yet closure is more than a maBer of ecclesias)cal law. It is a liturgical moment in the life of the 
Body of Christ. When a congrega)on is declared closed, the Church bears witness to both loss 
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and resurrec)on. Tears of grief mingle with prayers of gra)tude. The final service is not an 
ending but a commenda)on—a ritual handing over of what has been to what will be. In that 
act, United Methodist law fulfills its theological purpose: to order grace, to sustain community, 
and to serve the mission of Christ through )me. 
 
For district superintendents, bishops, and trustees, the responsibility is both legal and pastoral. 
They are not merely administrators execu)ng property transfers; they are stewards of memory 
and mediators of hope. Their work under ¶ 2549 safeguards not only the Church’s temporal 
resources but also its witness to a watching world—that endings can be faithful, that discipline 
can be gracious, and that even ins)tu)onal death can bear the marks of resurrec)on. 
The closing of a local church, then, is not the story of failure but of faithfulness fulfilled. It 
affirms that every congrega)on, like every disciple, serves for a season within the greater 
communion of saints. When its work is complete, the connec)on receives its gids and redeems 
its legacy for new life. In this way, United Methodist polity—anchored in the Trust Clause and 
illuminated by Judicial Council jurisprudence—embodies the gospel truth that nothing 
entrusted to God’s care is ever truly lost. 
 


