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State of the New England Conference—March 2021 
Bishop Sudarshana Devadhar and Cabinet 

 

Strengths 
Adaptability—United Methodists around New England, lay and clergy alike, have faced the challenges of COVID-

19 with a spirit of faithfulness & flexibility, courage & creativity. We are embracing ministry through technology 

and exploring ways to retain the gifts of this expansive, growing connection in an emerging, hybrid, post-

pandemic world.  Parish Consultants, the United Methodist Foundation, Congregational Development have 

been very helpful as we adapt. 
 

Appointments—All appointments are made prayerfully and in consultation in keeping with our tradition of a 

sending church and not a calling church. 
 

Board of Ordained Ministry—There is increasing gender and ethnic diversity on the Board. The new Manna 

Process that emphasizes flourishing in ministry has been launched. Provisional members are encouraged to be 

innovative in their ministry and fruitfulness projects. Where once the Board had to limit commissioning for 

provisional membership to the number of available full time appointments in a given year, for the past  eight 

years commissioning decisions have been based solely on the candidates’ gifts and ministries, and the prayerful 

discernment of the Board members. 
 

Diversity—The conference has streamlined the visa process, offering support and consistency, which has made 

it possible for more immigrant pastors to serve in New England. The conference is blessed by the gifts and graces 

of Asian-Pacific—Korean/Korean American, in particular—clergy and laity who most often become a part of the 

ministry in this region by way of Boston University School of Theology. Also, we are blessed by exponential 

growth in our immigrant churches—especially Brazilian ministries. We are working intentionally on dismantling 

white privilege and racism.  
 

Ecumenism—The conference boasts the highest number of federated and union churches within the 

denomination. These congregations share their United Methodist identity and ministry with at least one other 

denomination, often United Church of Christ. 
 

Financial Stability—The conference is financially stronger than we were eight years ago due in great part to strong 

conference and episcopal leadership and faithful giving.  We are greatly blessed by the resources and ministries 

of the United Methodist Foundation of New England and the Preacher’s Aid Society.  Also, local churches faithfully 

and sacrificially gave mission shares in 2020 in addition to missional giving and ministry in their local communities 

that in many cases exceeded what they had engaged in in the past due to the increasing needs during the 

pandemic. Giving to and through the Zarephath Emergency Relief Fund & Galatians 6.2 has been hugely impactful.   
 

Identity—We are a united conference able to make appointments across district and state lines through the 

strength of our connection. The regions of the conference that have most recently joined or gone through 

mergers show evidence of healing from the pain of these transitions and now help shape the identity of the 

conference as a whole. We are striving to live into Archbishop Desmond Tutu’s statement that “there is no 

future without forgiveness.” The 2020 redistricting from nine to seven districts built on the strengths of historical 

boundaries and regional sub-cultures and ministry contexts.  
 

Laity—The conference has strong and active lay ministry.  Lay Servant and Certified Lay Ministries are growing.  

Many smaller congregations are lay led and working hard to work collaboratively with other congregations. 
 

Passionate spirituality—Conference-wide, online daily prayers, Bible studies, and worship services have been 

important, deeply meaningful ways to connect over the last year. These efforts build on prophetic preaching 

and inspired worship at in-person AC sessions in the past. 
 

Personnel—We now have a strong personnel committee. We have successfully addressed the issue of nepotism 

in conference staff positions and are moving toward perfection. 



 

Pilgrimages—The strong episcopal leadership of this conference has established annual youth and young adult 

pilgrimages to Taizé and annual ordinand (plus many others) pilgrimages to the Holy Land.  There have also been 

pilgrimages to Korea and Greece, and a postponed pilgrimage to Oberammergau. These pilgrimages have built 

relationships and partnerships with overseas conferences. 
 

Theology—The conference has a strong (roughly 80%) progressive theological identity.  A strong majority of laity 

and clergy continue to pursue inclusivity for LGBTQIA+ and the dismantling of racism and white privilege.  This 

strength is reflected in conference leadership. The Open Spirit Task Force continues to tend to its mandate.  
 

Tradition—The conference continues to honor and live into our unique history with regards to women in 

ministry—the birth of United Methodist Women and the ministry of early pioneers like Anna Howard Shaw.  
 

Training—The conference sponsors regular resource days and trainings to equip and empower clergy and laity in 

their ministry.  These are sponsored by districts but are now accessible to all due to our move to virtual learning. 

 

Weaknesses 
Connection—Theologically, economically, and culturally, some churches do not feel that they have a voice in 

the conference. 
 

Disaffiliation—A handful of churches have decided to or are in the process of deciding to disaffiliate from the 

UMC due to the denomination’s lack of full inclusivity of LGBTQIA+.  While this is not necessarily a weakness, it 

is a loss. 
 

Silos—Conference leaders continue to endeavor to build trust & connection across six states. We struggle with 

groups working in silos within the conference—a reality that conference leadership continues to strive to address. 

 

Opportunities 
Leadership—We are seeing an increase in the willingness of laity and clergy to serve on the district & conference 

levels of the church and beyond. It is important that we make room for more and new voices at the table.   

 

Threats 
There is an unwillingness to let go of power so that new leaders may be empowered. 

We cannot work toward God’s kingdom unless we let go of our kingdoms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



State of the New England Conference by the Board of Laity  Feb. 26, 2021 

The New England Board of Laity for 2021 is focusing on the theme of “Connections.”  We 
recognize the need to cultivate relationships, establish better communications, and the sharing 
of resources across the conference. 

Many of our churches and congregations are growing older.  Conference Statistics acknowledge 
the decline in both members and the number of churches across the conference.  Mission 
engagement has become rote in many places, however, there are communities that seek out 
new ministries of outreach, justice, and mercy. 

We acknowledge that the pandemic has forced most churches to move to new technology 
which has opened some new and different doors.  We recognize platforms like that of Zoom, 
Facebook Live, and others will be incorporated into our regular ways of worshipping together 
from now on.  We, on the Board of Laity, believe that these are windows of opportunity for us 
to engage a generation that views the church as antiquated.   

Building Community remains a focus of the Board of Laity.  We believe that “God is in our 
neighborhoods” so we decry all forms of -ism’s.  We can share horrific examples of how -ism’s 
destroy and divide our CHURCHES and communities across New England.   

Community is defined by Google as “a feeling of fellowship with others, as a result of sharing 
common attitudes, interest, and goals.”   To be the United Methodist Church, to paraphrase a 
familiar slogan we need to “Open our Hearts, Open our Minds, and Open our Doors.”  We 
believe that opportunities to clarify and expound the message of Jesus of “Loving God and 
Loving Neighbor’ are at the root of who we are.  The shaping and sharing core values 
strengthens the bond of community. 

We believe opportunities exist within each of our churches to cultivate and build community.  
We have seen positive results, as an example, in the sharing of Lay Servant Ministry courses 
across district lines and embrace the ways that make us less territorial and expand our zones of 
influence.  We continue to believe that relationship building helps to dismantle the -ism’s 
whatever they are.  The more we understand about each other, the more we learn to live and 
love each other. 

The “threat” of a divided church fractures the building of community.  We believe that the 
“threat” is worse than the actual divide should it take place.  The fear paralyzes us into a place 
of stagnation. 

The process of disaffiliation already in process by some of our churches is especially painful in 
that they share the same core values as many of us.  It is sad to lose those folks in a 
discernment process that has taken more years than Moses leading the walk through the 
wilderness.   

Respectfully submitted on behalf of the Board of Laity, 
Rich Hughen, Ruby Blake, Joan Farrar 



State of NEAC Connectional Ministries 

STRENGTHS 

Adaptive Leadership  

Conference staff and clergy/lay servant leaders have risen to the challenges this year beyond 

“holding patterns” to adapting our mission/vision to meet emerging needs  

 

o Quickly mobilized COVID-19 response team 

o Harnessed the passion/energy to dismantle racism/formed new dedicated teams 

o Repurposed CRM sites/staff/ministries to meet needs through feeding programs, 

anti-racism training, virtual school vacation/summer camp, online retreats 

o New fundraising strategy for CRM more sustainable 

o Clergy session/Annual Conference both successfully moved to ZOOM 

o Conference training opportunities expanding in # and participation 

o Conference program agencies meeting more often with more participation 

o Seamless transition to 7 new districts 

o Equipping churches with technical skills for online giving, meeting, worship 

o Sharing resources for worship across the conference 

o Conference staff working remotely is working very well and saving $$ 

 

Camping and Retreat Ministry 
All four of our sites were thriving pre-pandemic. They were growing in #s, in programs, and in 

revenue. They are all still doing quite well and reaching out in mission and ministry, in new 

ways, and had a record fundraising year despite closing for on-site programming in 2020. 

Rolling Ridge is growing in its outreach to serve across the entire conference, as it lives into 

online programming…and post-pandemic has plans for “Rolling Ridge on the Road” 

 

Connectional Giving 
We have worked very hard as a cabinet and through program staff to promote connectional 

giving. We are seeing not only increased or sustained levels of connectional support, but more 

and more churches seeking resources and sharing stories that teach/communicate our shared 

ministry and mission. 

 

Leadership Development 
Our partnerships with UMFNE and through our Lay Servant network are raising up new clergy 

and lay leaders across NEAC. We are especially pleased to see so many new CLMs in recent 

years…many who are forming ministry teams to lead churches without appointed pastors. 

 

Conference Commission on Religion and Race 
This has been a success story in that this Commission was completely inactive 8 years ago and 

now has tremendous teamwork with a body of training materials to equip NEAC in being anti-

racist 

 

Partners in Ministry 
UMFNE and PAS are jewels in our midst…it is great to be working in partnership  

 



  
WEAKNESSES 

 
Leadership Pipeline 
We need to be better at raising up diverse, gifted, faithful leaders to serve on boards/agencies and 
potential staff positions.  
 
Boards/Agencies (Some) 
Many work quite well, others need more consistency in working well 
 
Disaster Coordination/VIM/ERT 
Lost our disaster coordinator, leaving us vulnerable; trouble getting enough volunteers for 
ERT/VIM 
 

OPPORTUNITIES 
 
Strategic Plan: great framework for us to continue to implement and live into 
 
Technology: continue to embrace it for better stewardship of our time/energy/resources and to be 
more inclusive of our leaders and participants across NEAC 
 
BU School of Theology: partner in much more! 
 
Disaster Coordination: Work ecumenically with other disaster coordinators 
 

THREATS 
 
Silos: Temptation to work in silos rather than seeking collaboration 
 
Egyptian mindset: Looking backward rather than embracing new opportunities/challenges 
 
Trust: Lack of trust in leadership 
 
Racism: White Privilege/Progressive White Liberals/Performative Allyship/Tokenism 
 
Bullies: Loudest voices get the most attention/sabotage 
  
  
  
  
  
 



Date-03/06/21 

To: NEUMC General & Jurisdictional Delegates 

From: Conference Council on Finance and Administration 

Re: Conference Condition from CCFA Standpoint 

I am writing to your request to speak about the financial condition of the conference now and for the 

future. The financial condition of the conference as of 12/31/20 is strong. The following points will 

bear this out: 

-The total net worth of the entire conference at 12/31/20 is approximately 71million. 

-The Mission Share Budget has been reduced from 8.1 million in 2020 to 7.5 million in 2021 with other 

planned savings under consideration in 2022 for another reduction at minimum of .3 million. This 

equates to a 10% reduction in Mission Shares over two years. 

-The conference billings for health insurance, pension, and property insurance have been collected 

over the last two years at 100% of billings. This is unheralded and shows the strong financial 

commitment on the part of the local churches. 

-The ratio for the conference to pay its debts is two times over. This includes a required accounting 

liability balance of 29 million. Without that the ratio would be 23 times.  

-The insurances that protect conference properties is reasonable and exceeds the limits that the 

General Council on Finance and Administration require. The tragic event that occurred at Middlesex 

UMC with a total fire loss will be absorbed by the strong performance of the insurance policies over 

the last ten years which will help mitigate any drastic increases in premium. 

-The health and pension plans of the conference are also strongly funded. This past year the 

conference selected the Health Flex Exchange which offers seven plans to choose from for health and 

dental plans which offers clergy at different stages of ministry excellent coverage. The pension plans 

are funded at levels where all participants balances are guaranteed. 

-The conference gives out grants yearly from set aside funds for church growth, program 

development, clergy compensation for all clergy to be paid at conference minimums, scholarships and 

other items. 

 -The financial strength of New England puts it in at least third place in the Northeast Jurisdiction for 

financial sustainability. 

-The financial oversight is taken very seriously by the council and other conference financial 

committees. 

-The conference is well poised for the future as oversight boards perform prudent financial leadership. 

-The above information does not include the United Methodist Foundation of New England which is 

also strong financially. 

 



-The Council also believes that churches who leave the conference will not have an adverse effect on 
the financial stability of the conference. 

-The future is uncertain for the denomination but the council believes the conference to be poised to 
meet these uncertainties. 

Thank you for this opportunity to speak on the financial health of the conference. 



State of the New England Conference 
(from the perspective of the Conference Board of Trustees) 
March 1, 2021 -- Rev. Mark Monson Alley 
 
 The Conference Board of Trustees relates to the conference at large through (1) our unit 
insurance plan, (2) through the invested funds entrusted to the Board by the Conference, (3) at the time 
of closure of a local church (or disaffiliation) and (4) when a church is planning upgrades to 
accommodate differently abled people and/or making facility upgrades to reflect local zoning/code 
requirements. 
 
 In one way or another, each of these ways of relating to the Conference as a whole reflects 
change – some positive and some not so positive.  While the mission of the Church -- to make disciples 
of Jesus Christ for the transformation (i.e change) of the world – is a wonderful enterprise to be about, 
change is unsettling and disruptive for many.  Under normal circumstances the changes that the 
Trustees experience with local congregations is just part of what it means to be the Church.  But when 
mixed with major issues that all of us are facing with COVID-19 as well as the twice-delayed General 
Conference, I think “unsettled” is a good descriptor of the Conference.   
 
 Let me be specific from our perspective.  Besides the occasional claims that congregations file 
with our insurance carrier, the most frequent conversations that we have with churches is over their 
premiums, and whether or not they can shift to “functional replacement.”  It is a realistic decision, but 
signals retreat.   
 
 As we learned at our October session of Annual Conference, the new Para. 1504.23 is causing us 
to redirect some of the funds gained through sale of closed church facilities and parsonages from the 
Hebrews 11 funds, to our unfunded responsibilities (liability) toward our retirees’ pensions.   
 
 It is a surprise to no one in our Conference that we are closing churches at every session of our 
Annual Conference.  Some have predicted that we will be closing upwards to ten churches a year.  I have 
no idea if that is true, but it’s clear that we are losing churches with alarming frequency.  While our 
Bishop leads us in a time of thanksgiving for each of those congregations and the ministries that they 
have offered over the years, it is not edifying to the Conference members to vote year after year to 
close more and more churches.  Added to this is the fact that we have had one congregation disaffiliate 
from the UMC – another has voted to do so – two more have dates set for those votes – and several 
congregations are waiting to see what action(s) General Conference takes before entering the process.    
 
  Finally, Trustees administer a grant program that assists congregations to upgrade their 
facilities in specific ways – for compliance with local building codes as well as accessibility.  Over the two 
and a half years that I have been on the Board, the numbers of applications for those grants has 
diminished noticeably.   That says to me that not as many of our congregations are looking forward – 
and perhaps we’re counting our scarcity more than our blessings. 
 
 I would say “unsettled” is an adequate word to describe the state of our Conference.  May God 
be our rock!   



	

																					
State of the New England Conference

Strengths 
Each of these sections are written as generalities, meaning there are undoubtedly exceptions to what I present. Moreover, 
given the short notice of putting this together, I might focus on different things a month from now. Having said that, I’ll 
being with strengths. There are several strengths I see being displayed across the conference. The first are a high level of 
creativity, adaptability and resilience, particularly over the past 12 months. Churches are embracing technology, figuring 
out how to keep connected with those who don’t have access, and are developing new ways of engaging their 
communities. It is said that the persecuted church thrives, and in these challenging days, many churches have risen to the 
challenges of COVID. Along with those behaviors, we have seen a strong financial response, both locally and at the 
conference level. Predictions were that many churches would fold under the challenges of the pandemic, but many more 
have made the adjustments necessary to continue their mission and ministry and support the connection. Finally, I think a 
strength of the New England Conference is its diversity, geographically, demographically, and theologically. The caveat, 
to which I’ll speak more in the section on weaknesses, is that the diversity is mostly separate. For example: we have a 
broad diversity of cultures represented in our local churches, but very few local churches express that diversity within 
themselves.  

Weaknesses 
COVID is particularly dangerous for those with certain underlying conditions, and the danger is similar for the church. We 
can be easily seduced into thinking that if we just address the technical aspects of church, i.e. how to gather, how to keep 
connected, how to maintain financial strength, that the church will be fine. One of our underlying conditions is a weak 
process of discipleship/spiritual formation. We aren’t “making” many disciples, and the decline across many metrics 
reveals this to be so. Alongside the need for strengthening the area of discipleship, so too we need to learn evangelism, i.e. 
loving our neighbors into their own relationship with Jesus. As my father used to say, New England is “hard ground to 
till” when it comes to sewing seeds of faith, and our churches must continue to explore creative ways of doing so. The last 
weakness I would mention is related to connectionalism. This is not new, but we are Congo-Methodist in many ways. This 
will connect to the first opportunity listed below. Lastly, our diversity is limited primarily within the walls of local 
churches. We are still segregated along many lines in most places in our local churches.  

Opportunities 
As mentioned above, there is the opportunity to take much greater advantage of our connectionalism. Thanks be to God 
we are seeing examples of that as churches near each other are working together in offering worship, Bible studies, etc. 
We are stronger together, and will need focused attention to this aspect of Methodism if we are to become more healthy 
and vital as a Conference. There is an opportunity to create hubs/clusters/circuits that are resourced as they worked 
together. It also leads to an opportunity to invest in increasing the number of healthy, vital churches, particularly those that 
are willing to lead the way in investing time and resources in connectional work. 

Threats 
I would name three significant threats as relates to our future. The first I mentioned - the weak sense of connectionalism. 
The second is an aging membership. I recently read that nearly 1 million youth and young adults are leaving the church 
each year in the U.S. This is across all denominations/non-denominations. Our failure to reach younger people and more 
diverse people will seriously impact the life of our Conference. We are already seeing the impact, and as the Silver 
Tsunami continues to age, the impact will be even more prevalent. Finally, we are located in a part of the country that is 
either hostile or apathetic to the message and mission of the church. Unless we are willing to make significant changes in 
the way that we are building relationships beyond the walls of the church and creating Christian community, the message 
of the church will only become more muted.  

Office of Congregational Development
Rev. Rick McKinley, Director

411 Merrimack St., Methuen, MA 01844

  978-682-7676 x210 (Office)    rickm@neumc.org    781-534-2234 (cell)



From the Foundation vantage point 

Thoughts on the State of the New England Annual Conference  

Strengths 

• NEAC, agencies, local churches have shown a resiliency though the time of COVID-19. 
o To date, churches have not made more than average investment withdrawals 
o Many churches have shown a willingness to assist others 
o Some churches are employing/developing creative ways to share worship 
o Many churches are now employing technology in important ways 
o Some churches are being innovative regarding stewardship and offerings 

• Despite “congregational” church practice, connectional polity seems to be holding 
• Younger (newer) pastoral leadership talent in the pipeline 
• Nationally-recognized leadership development program available to clergy 
• Foundation with broad services that is in deep partnership with the conference and local 

churches in the mission field (not all conferences have this). 
o Pastoral leadership and stewardship training opportunities 
o Grants, Donor development expertise and support, investment expertise and support 
o Expanding understanding of stewardship and generosity for faithful giving and living 

• Many churches are passionate for social justice on individual and communal levels 
Weaknesses 

• Few churches are growing in membership 
• Very few churches are adding endowments or cultivating donors 
• Many churches are requiring supplemental institutional support 

o Equitable comp, mission share relief, not paying mission shares 
• Aging pastoral experience and leadership  
• Lack of deep pastoral leadership bench 
• Deferred maintenance on buildings and facilities 

Opportunities 

• As numbers decrease, there are still opportunities to expand ministries 
o Ecumenically, Interfaith 
o Thinking Big at the community level: Climate Change, Opioid Crisis, Social justice 

• Opportunities to consolidate/share pastoral leadership and ministries among churches 
• Opportunities to develop donors, endowments and financial ballast 
• Act on legacy possibilities for churches that cannot remain viable / repurpose these assets  
• Finding additional benchmarks for measuring effective ministry 

Threats 

• Aging congregations 
• Misunderstanding of stewardship 
• Erosion of Methodist connection and identity (what will connect N.Maine and Rhode Island?) 

o Growth in churches with p/t appointments and inability to adapt, to innovate 
• Growing reliance on and lack of training and support for MVP’s (multi-vocational pastors) 
• Resistance to changing current structures - not economically sustainable 
• Uncertainty surrounding General Conference action and the future of the UMC 



The New England Annual Conference (NEAC) of the United Methodist Church (UMC)
from the perspective of the Open Spirit Task Force (OSTF)

The Rev. Drs. Adama Brown and Hope N. Luckie
Since the Open Spirit Task Force was formed at the June 2019 Annual Conference, we have pursued a comprehen-
sive understanding of what the nature and experience of United Methodism is in New England.  Based on our re-
search we have come to the conclusion that in the geographic boundaries of the Conference that covers six states 
(part of Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Maine, and Vermont), we are a microcosm of 
Methodism in the United States.  As a Conference of three merged Conferences, our constituency is diverse in cul-
ture and context,  theology and faith.   The commonality is  a  deep foundation in actively ministering to others 
through God’s unconditional love and grace.  New England Methodism is the embodiment of social holiness and 
personal piety.


Strengths
The strengths of the NEAC are found in small communities whose gifts are evident in the relationships that are 
built, sustained and grown through a commitment to the whole person.  NEAC is an interconnection of  villages.  
Small communities know each other, know the needs of the surrounding neighborhoods and work to meet those 
needs.  This missional understanding of faith can be found in a variety of contexts - rural, urban, suburban, historic 
and transient communities. 


Weaknesses
The three merged Conferences have never merged.  They all are still uniquely their own.  This is reflected in Annual 
Conference fellowship times, where people sit and worship with whom they know, as well as an underlying mes-
sage of  unhappiness with the leadership in the Conference.  Not just a vestige of merger, there is also a suspicion 
between rural and urban communities.  Congregations created in the great church planting movement of the late 
1950’s and early 1960’s often without a missional ministry are rapidly closing their doors. Surrounded by Congrega-
tional churches, lacking regular education about who we are as Methodists, many members of our United Me-
thodist Churches don’t understand what our polity, administrative and hierarchical structure means.Finally, the lack 
of communication and commitment to work on bringing communities suspicious of one another together in mission 
and in faith is a weakness.  


Opportunities
The greatest opportunity the NEAC has in this time where everything has changed is this: to extend   our missional 
response to the needs of the village.  Grounded in what we have learned about the people of the NEAC, now is the 
time to introduce new structures for doing what is in our character and nature to do - develop, nurture and cultivate 
thriving relationships and communities of faith and action.  

One structure that we have explored which builds on strengths and addresses weaknesses is based on the British 
Methodist Church model of circuits.  Yoking six or more church communities with the same number of ministers (a 
combined team of Elders, Deacons, LLPs, CLMs) with an executive pastor (like the pastor in charge role to date), we 
would begin to truly have a system of care that is built on equity (each pastor leads on their strengths, is supported 
by the team, is able to care for self and keep Sabbath) with a team of mixed ages, races, genders, languages, experi-
ences and gifts with shared responsibility and authority. In this, we would begin to live into our commitment to be-
ing an anti-oppression people and will faithfully move away from church as building and replace this with relation-
ships that reflect God’s kin-dom here and now.


Challenges
The challenge to being who we are and becoming what God is calling us to be is helping NEAC support a new 
structure and recognize that this support is being faithful to our denominational tradition. Another challenge to 
moving forward is the unchanging “wait and see” attitude.  If we wait and see what happens at the next General 
Conference (whenever that might be) or wait and see what a new episcopal leader might want, we will have missed 
a prime opportunity to be faithful to the reality of now.


Summary
The story of the Israelite exodus from Egypt resonates with where we are and where we are called to be.  The 
promised land is before us.  There is opportunity and challenge, strengths and weaknesses; but these alone do not 
confine us nor do they define us.  


