
A la rge  majo r i ty  (85% )  o f  c le rgy  leav ing  the  denominat ion  at
least  s l ight ly  d isagree  w i th  the  not ion  that  “a l l  re l ig ious
leadersh ip  pos i t ions  shou ld  be  open to  peop le  in  same-sex
re la t ionsh ips . ”  However ,  not  a l l  c le rgy  w i th  conservat ive  v iews
on th is  i ssue  a re  depar t ing .  Just  under  a  quar te r  ( 24% )  o f
c le rgy  remain ing  in  the  denominat ion  d isagree  w i th  a l low ing
gay  and  lesb ian  peop le  to  ho ld  re l ig ious  leadersh ip  pos i t ions .
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Afte r  a  h is to r i c  exodus  o f  conservat ive  pasto rs  and  congregat ions ,
remain ing  churches  in  the  two Annua l  Conferences  o f  the  Nor th
Caro l ina  Un i ted  Method is t  Church  (UMC)  have  become more  rather
than less  po l i t i ca l l y  d ive rse ,  accord ing  to  a  new repor t  f rom the  Duke
C le rgy  Hea l th  Co l laborat ive .  Wi th  par t i san  conf l i c t  a t  an  a l l - t ime h igh ,
the  f ind ings  suggest  a  t ime ly  oppor tun i ty  fo r  the  denominat ion  to
embrace  i ts  “B ig  Tent ”  roots  and  seed  communi t ies  where  p lu ra l i ty
w i thout  d iv i s ion  can  th r i ve—but  success  may h inge  on  mak ing
add i t iona l  investments  in  the  menta l  hea l th  o f  i t s  remain ing  c le rgy .

Here  a re  the  repor t ’ s  key  f ind ings :  

1
D ISAFF IL IAT ING CLERGY ARE MUCH MORE POL IT ICALLY  AND
THEOLOGICALLY  CONSERVAT IVE  THAN REMAIN ING CLERGY . *  

2
REMAIN ING CLERGY ARE TYP ICALLY  MORE POL IT ICALLY  L IBERAL
THAN THE IR  CONGREGANTS AND OVERSEE MORE D IV IDED
CONGREGAT IONS .

* W h i l e  c o n g r e g a t i o n s  c a n  d i s a f f i l i a t e ,  t e c h n i c a l l y  c l e r g y  c a n n o t .  W e  u s e  t h i s
t e r m  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  r e p o r t  t o  r e f e r  t o  c l e r g y  w h o  w i t h d r e w  o r  w e r e  r e m o v e d
f r o m  t h e  d e n o m i n a t i o n .  

* * A  p u r p l e  c o n g r e g a t i o n  i s  d e f i n e d  a s  o n e  w h e r e  l e s s  t h a n  2 / 3 r d s  o f  t h e
c o n g r e g a n t s  s u p p o r t e d  e i t h e r  T r u m p  o r  B i d e n  i n  t h e  2 0 2 0  p r e s i d e n t i a l
e l e c t i o n .  

Over  ha l f  ( 59% )  o f  pasto rs  s tay ing  in  the  UMC say  they  a re  at
least  somewhat  more  po l i t i ca l l y  l i be ra l  than  most  peop le
wi th in  the i r  congregat ion ,  and  on ly  28%  say  they  a re  po l i t i ca l l y
about  the  same .  Based  on  c le rgy ’ s  assessments  o f  the i r  own
congregat ions ,  59%  o f  remain ing  congregat ions  were  purp le , * *  
25%  were  red ,  and  18%  were  b lue .  D i sa f f i l i a t ing  congregat ions ,
instead ,  were  much more  po l i t i ca l l y  un i fo rm.
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The med ian  congregat ion  remain ing  w i th  the  denominat ion
has  about  123  members  and  a  regu la r  a t tendance  o f  32 .  The
med ian  congregat ion  leav ing  the  UMC i s  s l ight ly  smal le r ,  w i th
1 16  members  and  30  regu la r  a t tendees .  Whi le  d isa f f i l i a t ing
congregat ions  tended to  be  smal le r ,  many  med ium-to- la rge
congregat ions  have  le f t ,  too .  About  10%  o f  congregat ions  that
le f t  the  denominat ion  have  100  o r  more  regu la r  a t tendees
compared  to  18%  o f  churches  remain ing  w i th  the  UMC .  

3

D ISAFF IL IAT ING CLERGY ALMOST EXCLUSIVELY  IDENT IFY  AS
WHITE ,  ARE MOSTLY MEN ,  AND ARE MORE L IKELY  TO BE
L ICENSED LOCAL PASTORS RATHER THAN ELDERS .

5 COMPARED TO D ISAFF IL IAT ING CLERGY ,  REMAIN ING CLERGY
REPORT MORE SYMPTOMS CONSISTENT WITH DEPRESS ION ,
ANX IETY ,  BURNOUT ,  AND OCCUPAT IONAL STRESS .

WHILE  D ISAFF IL IAT ING CONGREGAT IONS ARE SL IGHTLY
SMALLER AND MORE RURAL OVERALL ,  CONGREGAT IONS OF ALL
S IZES AND LOCAT IONS ARE D ISAFF IL IAT ING .

4

Fu l l y  80%  o f  d i sa f f i l i a t ing  c le rgy  a re  men ,  a  percentage  that  i s
not  on ly  h igher  than  the  rest  o f  the  UMC ,  but  a lso  h igher  than
the  68%  o f  ma in l ine  P rotestant  c le rgy  nat ionwide  who a re
men .  Depar t ing  c le rgy  a re  even more  un i fo rm in  te rms of  race ;
94%  o f  them ident i fy  as  wh i te  and  non-H ispan ic .  D i sa f f i l i a t ing
c le rgy  a lso  d i f fe r  f rom remain ing  c le rgy  in  the i r  employment
s i tuat ions .  Just  over  a  quar te r  ( 26% )  o f  the  l i censed  loca l
pasto rs  in  the  two conferences  a re  depar t ing ,  compared  to
14%  o f  o rda ined  c le rgy .

Go ing  fo rward ,  suppor t ing  c le rgy  in  ca r ing  fo r  themse lves  wh i le
manag ing  conf l i c t  in  the i r  congregat ions  w i l l  remain  an  impor tant
cha l lenge  fo r  the  denominat ion .  I t  i s  a l so  v i ta l  fo r  seminar ies  to  t ra in
younger  c le rgy ,  who a re  more  o f ten  p rogress ive  on  po l i t i ca l  and  soc ia l
i ssues ,  in  the  sk i l l s  necessary  fo r  pasto r ing  ideo log ica l l y  mixed
congregat ions .  Amidst  such  needs ,  th is  repor t  po ints  to  a  hopefu l
oppor tun i ty .  Even  a f te r  the  sch ism,  Un i ted  Method is t  churches  may be
some of  the  few inst i tut ions  in  Amer ican  soc iety  where  one  can  s t i l l
fo rm f r iendsh ips  ac ross  fau l t  l i nes .  

S i x  percent  o f  d i sa f f i l i a t ing  c le rgy  exh ib i t  e levated  symptoms
of  depress ion ,  wh i le  1 4%  o f  c le rgy  remain ing  w i th  the
denominat ion  do .  The  s to ry  i s  s imi la r  fo r  anx iety .  Twe lve
percent  o f  d i sa f f i l i a t ing  c le rgy  exh ib i t  symptoms of  e levated
anx iety ,  wh i le  18%  o f  c le rgy  remain ing  w i th  the  denominat ion
do .  Near ly  ha l f  ( 49% )  o f  a l l  c le rgy  remain ing  w i th  the  denom-
inat ion  repor t  h igh  leve ls  o f  emot iona l  exhaust ion  and  over  a
th i rd  (36% )  repor t  h igh  leve ls  o f  depersona l i zat ion ,  i . e .  cyn ic i sm.


	Disaffiliation from  the United Methodist Church in North Carolina:  Key Findings from the  Duke Clergy Health Collaborative
	After a historic exodus of conservative pastors and congregations, remaining churches in the two Annual Conferences of the North Carolina United Methodist Church (UMC) have become more rather than less politically diverse, according to a new report from the Duke Clergy Health Collaborative. With partisan conflict at an all-time high, the findings suggest a timely opportunity for the denomination to embrace its “Big Tent” roots and seed communities where plurality without division can thrive—but success may hinge on making additional investments in the mental health of its remaining clergy.
	Here are the report’s key findings:
	DISAFFILIATING CLERGY ARE MUCH MORE POLITICALLY AND THEOLOGICALLY CONSERVATIVE THAN REMAINING CLERGY.*
	A large majority (85%) of clergy leaving the denomination at least slightly disagree with the notion that “all religious leadership positions should be open to people in same-sex relationships.” However, not all clergy with conservative views on this issue are departing. Just under a quarter (24%) of clergy remaining in the denomination disagree with allowing gay and lesbian people to hold religious leadership positions.

	REMAINING CLERGY ARE TYPICALLY MORE POLITICALLY LIBERAL THAN THEIR CONGREGANTS AND OVERSEE MORE DIVIDED CONGREGATIONS.
	Over half (59%) of pastors staying in the UMC say they are at least somewhat more politically liberal than most people within their congregation, and only 28% say they are politically about the same. Based on clergy’s assessments of their own congregations, 59% of remaining congregations were purple,**  25% were red, and 18% were blue. Disaffiliating congregations, instead, were much more politically uniform.
	*While congregations can disaffiliate, technically clergy cannot. We use this term throughout the report to refer to clergy who withdrew or were removed from the denomination.
	**A purple congregation is defined as one where less than 2/3rds of the congregants supported either Trump or Biden in the 2020 presidential election.
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