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Rev. Jodie Flessner presents R#2026-5, “Reduce the Number of Districts in the Michigan Conference,” during the afternoon plenary

session on Saturday, May 30, 2026. ~ Mlphoto/Jonathan Trites

Sunday’s Highlights | CONFERENCE REDUCES DISTRICTS, 7 T0 4

, . ACME, Mich. (MIC) — On Saturday, members approved a resolution
* &:30AM Teaching Session with Dr. Ashley presented by Rev. Jodie Flessner, Dean of the Cabinet, which called for
Boggan, Governors’ Hall reducing the number of districts from seven to four, effective July 1, 2026.
9:20 AM Budget Approval, Governors’ Hall

Flessner noted that, in discussing this proposal, the Cabinet sought

* 9:50AM Closing Litany, Governors’ Hall to balance ministry needs with current financial capacity and to find a
e 11:00AM Service of RCO, Governors’ Hall sustainable solution. From those conversations, seeds of innovation have
e 1:00PM Conference Concludes sprouted: zones and hubs are already strengthening connections among

local churches within districts, and greater collaboration between the
Cabinet and the Connectional Ministries Staff has begun.
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The current and proposed 2027 budgets will fund five superintendents.
With the passage of this resolution, one superintendent will be assigned
to each of the four districts, and a fifth conference superintendent will

14
DO no harm' DO gOOd' collaborate with and resource the four district superintendents.

Stay n /0V€ Wlth Voices from the plenary floor expressed concern and frustration about
1]/ the reduction in districts. Voting members also voiced concerns about
GOd the added stress placed on both superintendents and clergy. Others

advocated imagining new ways to support clergy and local churches.
— John Wesley’s Three General gining y PP gy

Rules of Methodism Amendments to the resolution calling for the organization of a task force to
evaluate the conference structure and identify a way forward were referred
to the Conference Leadership Council. The names and boundaries of the
new districts will be released at the conclusion of Annual Conference.
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Gardens of Hope Haiti campaign rides on

One year after approving the $215,000 Gardens of Hope
campaign for ministry in Haiti, members heard a status
report. Rev. Tiffany Newsom, co-chair of the Michigan
Haiti Task Force, summarized how a February distribution
of funds has made a difference.

With those dollars, HAPI has relaunched a vocational
course for 41 students and provided healthcare to 300
patients. Jeremie Rising offered 15 scholarships and
held three clinics. Grace Hospital continues to care for
children amid great turmoil. Grassroots Community Voices
Foundation launched 20 mutual solidarity groups.

Newsom announced that $110,000 has been raised
from 151 Michigan congregations. That’s $105,000 and
about 370 congregations short of the goal. Rob Nystrom
moved to extend the campaign by a year because “loving
boldly sometimes takes a little longer.” The motion passed
unanimously. The goal is for every church to participate in
the connectional campaign by the end of 2027.

Members face-to-face in ABAR work

The Anti-Bias/Anti-Racism (ABAR) Working Group
arrived at the Clergy Session on Thursday, expecting to
have significant time to engage those present in ABAR
training. However, time was used in other ways, leaving no
opportunity for ABAR to make their presentation.

When business convened on Friday, this harm was
acknowledged, and conference members then voted to set
aside an hour sometime this weekend for both clergy and
laity to engage with the training modules. That time was set
for Saturday, from 8 to 9 am.

Representing ABAR for Saturday’s training were Revs.
Drs. April Gutierrez and Matt Weiler, ABAR co-chairs,
Evan Gutierrez, and Dr. Diane Owen-Rogers. Weiler began,
“Sometimeswe havetoliveinthe tension. Amomentformed
by racism and injustice calls us to courageous leadership.”
He noted that the modules are a means of grace that “build
our capacity to bring down barriers.”

April Gutierrez noted that the modules, now in their third
year, are rooted in Wesleyan theology. The conference’s
commitment to ABAR “empowers us to do less harm, to
do good, and to stay in love with God.” She added, “ABAR
work takes practice.” Diane Owen-Rogers added, “We must
go beyond empty rhetoric about repentance and broken
promises to be a church that is a credible and active witness
for peace, equity, and justice in the face of harm visited
upon communities of color.” The modules, therefore, take
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a three-pronged approach of words, relationships, and
action. Evan Gutierrez emphasized, “We need not just
identity what is not good but do what is good.” Clergy and
laity engaged in conversations at the leaders’ promptings.

Saturday afternoon, conference members searched for
truth and trust together in an extended discussion around
a resolution brought by Black Methodists for Church
Renewal (BMCR) seeking commitment by the conference
to future training in anti-bias and anti-racism training and
support for Black ministry. Debate focused on proper
consultation and methods of training. Members approved
a collaboration of ABAR, BMCR, and the Conference
Leadership Council to provide in-person training for clergy
and laity in addition to online modules.

As the discussion drew to a close, Rev. Dr. B. Kevin Smalls
stated, “This is the work of the whole church,” not owned
by any few groups.

UMs engage in Social Principles, justice topics

Continuingthisyear’s focus on our shared United Methodist
identity, four Wisdom and Witness conversations were
facilitated to help attendees better understand the newly
updated Social Principles, our public statements on
contemporary issues, and find faithful ways to respond.

During the overview, Laura Witkowski, the Director of
Connectional Ministries, spoke about the evolution of
the Social Principles, which are rooted in sound biblical
theology and our best traditions, and this structured
opportunity to engage them with others.

“If you leave Annual Conference this year with just one
takeaway,” said Witkowski, “I hope it's a renewed sense of
who we are as United Methodists and who we are called to
become. Maybe that spark happened this morning during
the anti-bias/anti-racism time. Maybe it will spark from the
conversations we are about to step into together.”

Participants were then asked to choose one of four topics
to explore further: Creation in Peril; Food Justice; Racism,
Ethnocentrism, and Tribalism; and Universal Accessibility.
Expert guides created space for reflection, empowering
church leaders to craft practical ideas they can carry with
them. The hope, noted Witkowski, is for these sessions
to produce “inspiring, concrete action steps to take back
home to your local church and ways you can love boldly.”

Next week, the action steps and outcomes gleaned from
all four breakout sessions will be shared publicly via the
Wisdom and Witness page on the Annual Conference
website: 2026.michiganumc.org/wisdom-and-witness.



