
July 1, 2021

Beloved in Christ:
 
Greetings in the precious and matchless name of our Lord and Savior
Jesus Christ.
 
Since our Annual Conference session, I have been receiving interesting
feedback: questions, affirmations, painful statements, and observations. 
 
One of the questions is: Why is it important for us to be in Holy (or
Christian) Conferencing as a denomination, annual conference, district,
and local church?
 
As I have been thinking about the centrality of Christian Conferencing,
my thoughts go back again and again to a powerful episcopal address
delivered by Bishop Joseph Yeakel in 1996 at the Northeastern
Jurisdictional Conference. He said*:

I’m ready to retire. I think it’s for the good of the Church …
it’s time to retire. And if it happens today, at the end of this
session, at the end of this speech, it’s okay with me … I’m
ready.
 
Yet there’s a part of me that says, “Oh, if I only had one
wish, it would be to start all over … to start all over in a day
when the Church is dis-established from everything except
the God who brought the Church into being.”  And if I had
the opportunity to make my wish come true, the second
part of the wish would be this: I’d like to belong to a
Church that’s just like what we’ve agreed to be in our
covenants. I’d like to be a United Methodist!

I’d like to be part of a Church that’s conciliar …
I’d like to be a part of a connectional Church, where we
stay at The Table …
I’d like to be part of an itinerant Church …
… I’d like to belong to an episcopal Church … 

 
In this and the next two issues of this letter, I will reflect on what Bishop
Yeakel shared 25 years ago and what, in my opinion, are still the
foundational values of United Methodism.

Bishop's Office

Bishop Sudarshana Devadhar

Erica Robinson-Johnson Assistant
to the Bishop/DCM Phone: (978)
682-7555 ext. 251
erica@neumc.org

Brenda Borchers
Administrative Assistant
Phone: (978) 682-7555 ext. 250
Fax: (978) 682-9555
BishopsOffice@neumc.org

http://www.neumc.org/
http://www.neumc.org/
https://www.facebook.com/NEUMC
tel:(978) 682-7555
tel:(978) 682-7555
tel:(978) 682-9555


 
In explaining a conciliar Church, he shared the following thoughts*:

I’d like to be part of a Church that’s conciliar. Not tied to
creeds and faith statements - although we use and need
faith statements. But a Church that believes God is still
speaking! And so we meet in council to counsel together to
understand God’s will. A conciliar Church.
 
When Asbury and Coke met over at Barrett’s Chapel, and
Coke told Asbury that Father Wesley had sent him to
ordain Asbury and to make him a General Superintendent
(ultimately Bishop, although Wesley didn’t say that),
Asbury responded saying, “I will if they elect me.” That was
a strategic intervention. That act took the new Church out
of Wesley’s hands and put it in the hands of the people
who had to live in it.  We began as a council and continue
to do so. A conciliar Church, counseling together to know
the will of God for today. God has not yet spoken the last
word. 

That quote offers a lot to digest, reflect on, and think about! A United
Methodist bishop, not a diocesan bishop elected by the diocese, is
elected by jurisdictional laity and clergy and is assigned to serve a
particular episcopal area for a limited amount of time.
 
A United Methodist bishop is also a part of a jurisdictional College of
Bishops and a Council of Bishops where bishops counsel and make
decisions together! Likewise, it is very important for local churches,
districts, annual conferences, and the General Conference to make
decisions together after having listened to one another and discussed
matters with one another. Yes, sometimes it is difficult to hear the truth in
love. However, part of the job of a conciliar church is to have painful
discussions and make tough decisions, so we remain true to one
another.
 
When I was a district superintendent, I went to local churches where I
often heard, “Conference made that decision (or decisions).”  In those
moments I used to say, “‘Conference’ is not ‘they,’ it is ‘we.’ An annual
conference has lay members, clergy members, and equalization
members to ensure clergy do not outnumber laity.” Usually at those
moments, I would hear “I did not know that!”
 
Beloved in Christ, Holy Conferencing is one of the means of grace within
Methodism! That is why it is important for conference members to come
fully prepared to make informed decisions. To facilitate these meaningful
conversations, we have pre-conference briefings. 
 
In a different context, one of the great ecumenists of our time Dr. Jan
Love said:

“Conversations matter. They can reinforce or dispel
stereotypes about people from radically different cultures
such as ours … Conversations can be pleasant or



unpleasant. They can be engaging or boring. They can
reveal new insights or mask reality. They can contain
powerfully meaningful exchanges when the participants
are listening deeply, or they can be fairly meaningless
because participants talk past one another … I define the
quest for Christian unity as dialogue despite the offense.”**

The 2021 Annual Conference session was a time of Holy Conferencing
that was full of challenging conversations. These tough conversations
revealed a lot about who we are as the New England Conference. As we
continue to reflect about the meaning of these conversations, let us
consider how they were “conciliar” in nature. 
 
Together, as leaders and members of the conference, we engage in
discernment, deliberation, and debate — together, we make the
decisions. The hard work is placed in our hands.
 
As we continue to journey together into God’s promised future, I hope
and pray as United Methodists that we continue to reflect on the
question “What does conciliar mean to me and to us?” 
 
In Christ's love,
 

 
Bishop Sudarshana Devadhar

*Bishop Joseph H. Yeakel’s Episcopal Address, Journal of the Fifteenth
Northeastern Jurisdictional Conference of The United Methodist Church,
pp 66-67
 
**Jan Love, Foreword: Conversations Matter in Unity of the Church and
Human Sexuality: Toward a Faithful United Methodist Witness, Higher
Education & Ministry, General Board of Higher Education and Ministry,
The United Methodist Church, pp x, xii.

 

 

Transformed by the Holy Spirit, united in trust,
we will boldly proclaim Christ to the world.


