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Testimony For SB0172 
 

Honorable Senators 
 
Please enter a favorable report for SB0172. 
 
I support  

 repealing a requirement that the assets of any Methodist Church be held in trust for the 
United Methodist Church (UMC) and be subject to the control of the United Methodist 
Church;  

 repealing a certain provision of law providing that the absence of a trust clause in any 
deed or conveyance executed before a certain date does not exclude certain local 
churches from certain provisions of law or responsibilities related to the United 
Methodist Church;  

 providing that a local church that disaffiliates from the United Methodist Conference 
shall retain ownership of its real property, subject to a certain reimbursement 
requirement; 

I believe it is an injustice that UMC conference requires member churches that no longer wish to 
affiliate with UMC because of doctrinal differences, must pay the conference the market value of 
the buildings and the land if the congregation wants to continue to use them.  If the congregation 
cannot afford to pay the conference even though the conference did not pay anything towards the 
construction and maintenance of the buildings, the only other alternatives is to leave and start 
over, or remain a UMC member. 
 
This bill would remedy this situation, so please enter a favorable report for SB0172. 
 
Alan Lang 
45 Marys Mount Road  
Harwood, Maryland 20776 
Legislative District 30B  
410-336-9745 
Alanlang1@verizon.net 
January 26, 2026 
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Sponsor Testimony  

SENATE BILL 172- Corporations and Associations - Methodist Churches - Trust 
Requirement Repeal and Disaffiliation 

 

Chair Smith, Vice Chair Waldstreicher, and Members of the Committee: 

I appreciate the opportunity to present testimony in support of Senate Bill 172. This 
legislation as submitted passed the Senate 42-1 last year. 

Senate Bill 172 updates Maryland law governing property ownership within Methodist 
churches to reflect fairness, transparency, and modern realities facing local congregations. 
Current statute requires that all assets of a Methodist church be held in trust for the United 
Methodist Church, even when the local congregation acquired, maintained, or improved 
the property using its own resources and later seeks to disaffiliate. 

This bill repeals that mandatory trust requirement and replaces it with a clear, balanced 
statutory framework.  

Under SB 172, a local Methodist church that disaffiliates from the United Methodist 
Conference may retain ownership of its real property. At the same time, the bill protects the 
Conference’s legitimate financial interests by requiring reimbursement for any 
documented investments the Conference made toward the acquisition, maintenance, or 
improvement of that property. 

The bill includes important safeguards. Before any reimbursement is required, the United 
Methodist Conference must provide the disaffiliating church with a full and transparent 
accounting of its financial contributions. Additionally, a local church may not be required to 
reimburse the Conference for property investments that were made by the local 
congregation itself. This ensures that reimbursement obligations are fair, evidence-based, 
and limited to actual Conference contributions. 

Senate Bill 172 also repeals outdated statutory provisions that previously allowed courts to 
infer a trust relationship even when no trust clause existed in a deed executed before 1953. 
Removing this language provides clarity, reduces litigation, and aligns statutory law with 



 
 

modern principles of property ownership.  This bill will codify the new provisions within the 
Corporations and Associations Article.  

Importantly, SB 172 does not interfere with matters of faith, doctrine, or internal church 
governance. It addresses only civil property rights and provides a fair process for resolving 
ownership when affiliations change. 

For these reasons, I respectfully urge the Committee to issue a favorable report on Senate 
Bill 172, as amended. 

Thank you for your consideration. 
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Written Testimony    Monday 1/26/2026 

SB 172 – Methodist Churches  

I Christana Cain of 309 Washington Ave Brooklyn Park MD 21225 

Written statement is that I agree with and I am in support of Bill SB 172 

 

Thank you.  

Chris Cain  
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Written Testimony in Support of SB172

Corporations and Associations - Methodist Churches - Trust Requirement Repeal and Disaffiliation

Chairman Smith and Members of the Committee,

For 162 years, our congregation has served the Upperco area of Baltimore County. We built our church
with our own resources. Our deeds are in our name alone, with no mention of the
Baltimore-Washington Conference. In 1999, we independently funded a $620,000 expansion with no
Conference support.

Now, Maryland law allows the Conference to demand $630,000 to retain property we solely own and
funded, fifteen times our annual budget, or forfeit everything.

I respectfully urge your support for SB172, which replaces this inequitable provision with a fair,
transparent framework: ownership follows documented investment.

What This Bill Is—and What It Is Not

SB172 is a civil property rights bill. It addresses who owns real estate based on who paid for it, nothing
more.

It is not about theology, doctrine, or governance. We are not asking the State to referee internal church
matters. Our denomination has every right to set its theological direction. We do not challenge that
authority, and SB172 does not touch it.

What we challenge is this: a denominational body claiming ownership of property it never funded,
based on a statute that overrides deeds and imposes retroactive obligations.

Whether a church leaves due to theology, finances, or realignment is irrelevant. The legal question is:
Should Maryland law allow an organization to seize property it didn’t pay for?

SB172 says no, using neutral, objective criteria like deeds, receipts, and financial records, equally
applied regardless of theology or politics.

Our Church’s Experience: When Institutional Power Overrides Ownership

We have funded, built, and maintained our building for 162 years. The Conference made no capital
investment. Our deeds contain no trust language, no denominational claim.

When we expanded in 1999, we requested Conference help and were declined. We completed it
ourselves.

Despite limited resources, we’ve paid apportionments, supported clergy, and maintained our property.
When disaffiliation became an option, we were ready to pay our fair share: unpaid apportionments,



clergy salaries, pensions.

What we cannot pay, and should not be asked to, is $630,000 to retain property the Conference never
funded, never built, never maintained.

Now, even disaffiliation has been closed, leaving us no path forward unless the law changes.

SB172 Applies Neutral Legal Principles

SB172 aligns with Jones v. Wolf (1979), which affirms that civil courts, and legislatures, can resolve
church property disputes using neutral principles of law: deeds, financial records, not theology.

SB172 doesn’t decide who’s right in a church dispute. It ensures ownership follows contribution.

If the Conference contributed financially, it should be reimbursed. If not, it should not claim ownership
through hierarchy.

This is how Maryland resolves every other property dispute. SB172 simply applies that same fairness to
churches.

SB172 Protects All Congregations

This bill offers a fair model for churches statewide: conservative congregations, progressive ones, and
those facing hardship or merger.

Property rights aren’t ideological. If a congregation funded its property, its theology shouldn’t dictate
ownership. SB172 ensures universal protection grounded in fairness.

Addressing Concerns

This does not interfere with religious freedom. It protects both the denomination’s rights and the
congregation’s rights to depart without forfeiting funded property.

The 1976 law was passed in another era. Updating unfair laws is what legislatures are supposed to do.

Our church was founded in 1862. The trust clause came 114 years later. We never agreed to it.

SB172 brings clarity, not instability. Objective ownership, based on contribution, is the fairest standard.

Why This Matters

Flat property-value fees disproportionately harm small, rural churches. Our $630,000 fee is fifteen times
our budget.



These buildings serve entire communities. Empty buildings due to forced forfeiture help no one.

SB172 preserves ministry continuity and reduces litigation by relying on deeds and receipts, not
hierarchy.

We support paying pensions. That obligation is distinct from surrendering funded property.

Maryland has the chance to lead with fairness.

Conclusion

SB172 restores fairness. It ensures deeds mean what they say, and that ownership follows investment.

We are not asking for a gift. We are asking to keep what we paid for, and what our deeds show is ours.

Without SB172, Maryland law enables property seizure through hierarchy instead of evidence.

This is not about theology. It is about civil law. And civil law should be fair.

Please support SB172. It is narrow, respectful, essential, and right.

Chris Cavey

4705 Black Rock Rd.

Hampstead, MD 21074

443-465-1002
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SENATE BILL 172 

I Will Brown, Trustee Chair at Clarks Chapel UMC have been very concerned about our church 

property which was deeded to our ancestors in 1855 by Clark’s family. A group of free and 

enslaved African Americans started the congregations in 1855 to include a gravesite. The 

church was rebuilt in 1883 and was called Clarks Chapel Church which is now deemed 

historic. In 2003 the congregation decided to build a brand new church with a full finished 

basement, commercial kitchen and outside a large pavilion. I expressed this because all 

ownership was accomplished by our ancestors and present congregation. The Clarks Chapel 

Church Trustees names are on both deeds and bank loans, no one has helped us pay the 

mortgage, mortgage insurance, cemetery maintenance, utility bills, building maintenance and 

all the various state and county inspections that are required. 

The Baltimore Washington Conference provides pastors to churches but the churches pay 

their Pastors salary to include paying mission funds required by the Baltimore Washington 

Conference; we have always paid both! Our church does its own mission work by financially 

supporting Sickle Cell, Alzheimer’s Association, homeless and others. When using a bank 

lender as an example who chooses a third party to put property in a trust, they will only take 

over property if the borrower defaults in payment and we have never done that.  I feel the 

idea of the Church Conference owning church properties takes me back to what our ancestors 

went through by having property they owned stolen from them. We feel Clarks Chapel UMC 

Trustees and congregation of the church are the true owners of our property. 

The Baltimore Washington Conference has always expressed that the state lawmakers should 

stay out of religious affairs but now they are asking the state to side with them on keeping 

the trust clause law in place. It appears that the Baltimore Washington Conference want it 

both ways! We hope your committee members can support SB 172 so we can retain all of our 

properties that we have worked so hard to build and maintain.  

I feel over a quarter of the United Methodist churches have left the conference because of 

their greed of trying to take over churches who feel as we do that they are the true owners of 

their property.    

Will Brown, 

Clarks Chapel UMC, Trustee Chair 
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This is a common-sense bill that must pass. 

For years, we have dealt with a Conference that has done nothing but take from churches 
and hold them hostage under an archaic rule that should have been eliminated long ago. 
Our church—and many others—has paid enormous amounts of money over the years, with 
continual increases, yet received nothing in return except the constant threat of losing our 
church if we chose to leave. 

I couldn’t begin to calculate how much our church alone has paid compared to what the 
Conference has actually done to assist us—or any church. You simply cannot claim to be a 
beneficiary of something you had no part in starting, supporting, building, or maintaining. 

I would also like to see the documentation showing the agreement that was supposedly 
made when churches joined the Conference. No one seems able to produce it, or even 
explain when or how such an agreement occurred. 

Before COVID, the disaffiliation process was simple and straightforward. Instead of 
continuing the same process, the Conference made changes behind closed doors while 
churches were not present, making it far more difficult to leave. It’s hard not to conclude 
that this was done deliberately, knowing they would lose a significant number of 
churches—and a significant amount of money. Changing the rules at the last minute may 
have protected their bottom line, but it was not the right thing to do. 

This entire situation reinforces why so many churches simply fold and why people stop 
joining. A dark cloud hangs over the process because it feels like a business transaction—
not a ministry. The Conference operates like a business, is structured like a business, and 
behaves like a business—cut-throat when money is at stake. That is why they are fighting so 
hard and demanding so much from churches that want to leave. To them, it is about money, 
not people or purpose. 

Our church is different. We are one of the oldest—if not the oldest—African American 
churches in Harford County. We are an officially recognized African American Historical 
Site. The Conference never even acknowledged the award we received. Once again, it was 
clear that history, people, and purpose did not matter—only business. 

This bill is about fairness. When an organization has done nothing to purchase, help build, 
maintain, or even visit a church, it should not be able to lay claim to that property. The law 
that allows this must be revoked. 

This is not radical. It is not complicated. 

It is simply common sense. 



Curtis White 
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January 26, 2026 

Most honorable and esteemed members of the Judicial Proceedings Committee, 

 

On behalf of the Methodist Church of Cape St. Claire, grace to you and peace from God our 

Father, the Lord Jesus Christ, and the blessed Holy Spirit.  

 

We write you today to encourage you to support SB0172 which seeks to repeal the United 

Methodist Church’s Trust Clause from Maryland law. 

 

We ask you to support SB0172 because we believe that the codification of the United Methodist 

Church’s Trust Clause into Maryland law is unconstitutional. We believe the codification of the 

United Methodist Church’s Trust Clause into Maryland law is unconstitutional because, in 

violation of both the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment and the long-standing 

principle of separation of church and state, it codifies a religious/theological provision (i.e. the 

United Methodist Church’s Trust Clause) into secular law (i.e. Maryland law). 

 

How do we know that the United Methodist Church’s Trust Clause is a religious/theological 

provision? We know by two ways, namely its origin and its intent/purpose. 

 

As to its origin: the source of the United Methodist Church’s Trust Clause that has been 

codified in Maryland law is the United Methodist Church’s Book of Discipline which, along 

with everything therein, is of an intrinsically religious/theological nature just as the Baltimore-

Washington Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church itself has argued before 

Maryland courts on numerous occasions and as the Honorable Judge Michael Malone of the 

Anne Arundel Circuit Court has also recognized and accepted in a summary judgment ruling 

issued on October 11, 2024 in favor of the Baltimore-Washington Annual Conference of the 

United Methodist Church (cf. The Methodist Church of Cape St. Claire, et. al. vs. The Baltimore 

Washington Conference of the United Methodist Church, et. al.; Case number: C-02-CV-23-

000500). Moreover, if the Baltimore-Washington Annual Conference of the United Methodist 

Church arguing before the court that courts are barred from even looking at and considering the 

United Methodist Church’s Book of Discipline for the sake of court rulings precisely because the 

United Methodist Church’s Book of Discipline and everything therein is of an intrinsically 

religious/theological nature and their insistence to the Maryland legislature that it is appropriate 

to codify the United Methodist Church’s Trust Clause into Maryland law is not an instance of 

trying to have one’s cake and eat it too and speaking out of both sides of the mouth, we simply 

do not know what is!  

 

As to its purpose/intent: as any student/scholar of Methodism worth their salt will know and 

acknowledge (including those who represent the Baltimore-Washington Annual Conference of 



 

the United Methodist Church), the United Methodist Church’s Trust Clause serves an 

inherently theological purpose, specifically as a theological enforcement measure.
1
 That is, the 

very purpose of the United Methodist Church’s Trust Clause is to ensure that local congregations 

are preaching, teaching, and practicing in accordance with and not deviating from official United 

Methodist theology and doctrine. Historically, Methodist Conferences have invoked and carried 

out the Trust Clause on local congregations in order to take possession of local congregation’s 

properties when they determined local congregations were preaching, teaching, and practicing in 

a manner inconsistent with United Methodist theology, doctrine, and practice. Given this explicit 

and inherent theological purpose of the United Methodist Church’s Trust Clause, by codifying it 

into MD law, the state is participating in the United Methodist Church’s interest of upholding 

and enforcing its theological/religious doctrines.
2
 We believe that the state getting into the 

business of upholding and enforcing religious/theological doctrines is an obvious violation of the 

Establishment Clause of the First Amendment and the long-standing principle of separation of 

church and state.  

 

These reasons are the same reasons that other well-known organizations in Maryland (e.g. 

American Civil Liberties Union – Maryland Chapter and Maryland Secular) have also supported 

past year’s efforts to repeal the United Methodist Church’s Trust Clause from Maryland law.
3
    

 

                                                           
1
 Do not simply take our word for it. Even the California-Pacific Annual Conference of the United Methodist 

Church’s own Assistant Chancellor for Church Law explicitly states/argues that the Trust Clause serves a theological 
purpose in a recently published piece with the United Methodist Church’s own news agency, UMNews. Cf. Luan-Vu 
Tran, “Trust Clause Stands as Connectional Cornerstone,” n.p. [cited 26 January 2026]. Online: 
https://www.umnews.org/en/news/trust-clause-stands-as-connectional-cornerstone. 
  
2
 Indeed, in his written testimony to the Maryland Senate’s Judicial Proceedings Committee last year opposing 

SB0586, the Baltimore-Washington Annual Conference’s own Chancellor Thomas Starnes seemingly recognized 
that the current law serves a theological purpose and participates in the theological interests of the United 
Methodist Church. In last year’s written testimony on behalf of the Baltimore-Washington Annual Conference of 
the United Methodist Church opposing SB0586, Starnes wrote that §§ 5-326 and 5-327 “…serve the purpose of 
accommodating the longstanding, theologically rooted principle of United Methodist Church governance…” 
(emphasis added). Access and view Starnes’ 2025 written testimony here: 
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/cmte_testimony/2025/jpr/1zQRy5-n9RWLuZd_qIEeO-B_mdLS9EwUz.pdf      
 
3
 Access and view ACLU-MD’s 2025 written testimony here: 

https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/cmte_testimony/2025/jpr/1thgMKmdYXrHTgWWtfyPNATHgzthcvdoR.pdf 
 
Access and view Maryland Secular’s 2024 written testimony here: 
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/cmte_testimony/2024/ecm/1-VHUGxU97qIa0gqc5sHQfNLk2QVrGmrK.pdf 



 

For the reasons we have articulated above, we believe that the United Methodist Church’s Trust 

Clause should be repealed from Maryland law. Accordingly, we hope you will support SB0172, 

do what you are able to convince your fellow Judicial Proceedings Committee members to 

support it as well, and, as a committee, give SB0172 a favorable report.  

 

Blessings, 

 

The Administrative Board of the Methodist Church of Cape St. Claire  
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Support for SB 172: Corporations and Associations – Methodist Churches – 

Trust Requirement Repeal and Disaffiliation 

Date: January 26, 2026 

To: The Honorable William C. Smith, Jr., Chair Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee 2 

East, Miller Senate Office Building Annapolis, Maryland 21401 

Re: SUPPORT for Senate Bill 172 

Dear Chair Smith and Members of the Judicial Proceedings Committee, 

I am writing to express my strong support for Senate Bill 172, introduced by Senator Muse. This 

legislation is a necessary step in restoring property rights and fundamental fairness to local 

Methodist congregations across the State of Maryland. 

For decades, Maryland law (§ 5-326 and § 5-327 of the Corporations and Associations 

Article) has uniquely and unfairly bolstered the United Methodist Church’s "Trust Clause." 

While most religious property disputes are decided by "neutral principles of law" (the names on 

the deed), Maryland’s statutes have effectively bypassed the deeds of local churches, handing 

"beneficial ownership" to a regional Conference that, in many cases, has provided no financial 

support for the acquisition or maintenance of these properties. 

Local churches deserve the protection of SB 172 for the following reasons: 

• Financial Autonomy: In nearly every instance, local congregations—not the 

Conference—have paid the mortgages, covered the insurance, funded the repairs, and 

maintained the grounds of their buildings for generations. 

• The "Pay-to-Play" Inequity: Local churches are required to pay monthly 

"apportionments" to the Conference simply to maintain their membership. These 

payments are often viewed as a service fee for a connection that provides little to no 

direct financial assistance in return. It is unjust for the Conference to then demand 50% or 

more of the property's value as an "exit fee" when the congregation decides to disaffiliate. 

• Correction of Historical Overreach: Current law (§ 5-327) even applies the trust clause 

retroactively to deeds signed before 1953, even if those deeds contain no mention of a 

trust. This is a legislative overreach that prioritizes a denomination's internal policy over 

the legal property records of Maryland citizens. 

• Fair Reimbursement: SB 172 is balanced. It requires a local church to reimburse the 

Conference for any actual financial investments the Conference made. If the Conference 

truly contributed to the building, they get their money back. If they did not, they cannot 

claim ownership of a building they did not build. 



 

 

By passing SB 172, the Maryland General Assembly will ensure that religious property disputes 

are handled with transparency and that the state no longer acts as an enforcer for a 

denomination’s internal property claims against its own citizens. 

I respectfully urge a FAVORABLE report on Senate Bill 172. 

Sincerely, 

Marlene Diehl 

3997 Shamrock Court 

Port Republic, MD 20676 

natediehl@comcast.net 
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https://docs.google.com/forms/d/e/1FAIpQLSfU0l1WSdNHoXUz2uYdtt4zf-ztmwuTz-rdKJ59WbJstj1YIw/viewform 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
January 28 2026 
 
 

SB 0172 - FAV 
 
Corporations and Associations - Methodist Church Trust Requirement - Repeal 
 
 
Dear Chair William C. Smith, Jr., Vice Chair Jeff Waldstreicher,  and Members of the 
Judicial Proceedings Committee, 

 
The Eighth Circuit and the high courts of seven States—Alaska, Arkansas, Indiana, New 
Hampshire, Oregon, Pennsylvania, and Texas—have adopted the “strict approach” to 
Jones v. Wolf (1979), the leading church property case to date. Intermediate courts in 
Louisiana, Minnesota, and Missouri have likewise adopted this approach in decisions 
that the high courts of those states declined to review. Each of these jurisdictions holds 
that Jones requires courts to resolve property disputes between religious organizations 
the same way they resolve property disputes between secular institutions: by applying 
ordinary principles of state trust and property law. Accordingly, these courts recognize a 
trust claimed to vest title to local real property in a national church only if the alleged 
trust satisfies the established rules that state law requires to create a trust. More than 
half of the states within the United States have determined that Methodist trust clauses 
for that one denomination are not enforceable. 

 

Secular Maryland favors the repeal of all denomination specific, and institution specific, 
laws. Laws narrowly focused on single institutions are unnecessary and unavoidably 
entangle our government with the partisan interests of particular institutions. State 
government should avoid such entanglements. A neutral law would apply equally to all 
similarly situated institutions, both religious and secular. Although this bill fails to 
achieve that goal it is a step forward towards that goal and Secular Maryland 
accordingly supports this bill. 

 

https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Members/Details/smith02
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Members/Details/smith02
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Members/Details/waldstreicher1
https://mgaleg.maryland.gov/mgawebsite/Members/Details/waldstreicher1
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Testimony to the Maryland Senate Judicial Proceedings Committee 

SB 0172 

January 28, 2026, 11:00pm 

Rev. Matthew S. Sichel 

 

I am the Rev. Matthew Sichel, and I live in Manchester, Maryland.  I am now clergy in 

the Global Methodist Church.  However, up until July 1 of 2023, I was clergy in the United 

Methodist Church, in the Baltimore-Washington Conference, serving in Hampstead, Maryland.  

Today, I represent the Baltimore-Washington Chapter of Wesleyan Covenant Association, a 

caucus group within the United Methodist Church (UMC) that advocates for traditional Christian 

belief.  It is well known that the UMC is going through a schism over theology, especially as it 

relates to teachings on human sexuality. 

Some have noted that this is the largest church schism in America since the Civil War, 

and that is true.  25% of the churches in the United States have already left the denomination, in 

what has become a costly method called disaffiliation. 

The process for disaffiliation was costly and cumbersome because the denomination 

owns all local church property.  Other Conferences were very gracious in their terms for 

churches to depart.  Not so in the Baltimore-Washington Conference.  To leave, the Conference 

demanded churches pay 50% of their local church’s assessed property value.  For many 

congregations, this was impossible. 

Note, that though the denomination claims ownership of these properties, it is the local 

church which purchased, improved, and maintained them for decades.  The Conference has been 

reticent and obstinate to any negotiation lowering this cost, and one of the things they 

consistently point to is this text in the Corporations and Associations Regulations in Maryland’s 

Code, which I believe is an illegal intrusion of government into the life of a church.  In the 

United States, religious organizations are promised freedom from government intervention into 

their ability to order their religious life.  We understand this to be Jefferson’s “wall of separation 

between church and state,” to which he referred in his 1802 letter to the Danbury Baptist 

Association.  Yet, here in this law, Maryland has deemed it the government’s business to regulate 

the relationship between a local congregation and the denominational leadership.  This should 

not be.  The Conference cannot both appeal to the law for their case to keep church property, and 

then at the same moment complain that the government cannot have a say into the way they do 

their business. 

This should be a disagreement between the local congregations and the denomination in 

which the State has little to say, other than what is fair and just.  The Conference should not be 

able to point to some item in the Maryland Code which, on its face, looks like an “establishment 

of religion.”  For this reason, I urge you all to vote in favor to repeal these items from the 

Maryland Code. 

 

Thank you, and God bless you. 
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My name is Sharon Austin. I am a member of Asbury Broadneck UMC, Annapolis Maryland. 
I am favorable of SB0172.  My forefathers have made grave sacrifices monetary and 
physical, through sweat and tears to provide us with our place of worship. I am 71 years old 
and support OUR Church Home of Worship with the same commitment and spirit.   We 
want to be able to make our own decision and keep our building and assets without being 
penalized. This is the future of our children. 
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SB0172  

CORPORATIONS AND ASSOCIATIONS – METHODIST CHURCHES – TRUST REQUIREMENT AND DISAFFILIATION 

Written Testimony against 

John M. Strawbridge 
  Lay Leader of Lovley Lane United Methodist Church 

  Vice-President of the United Methodist Historical Society of Baltimore-Washington 

 

I write to speak against SB0172 on the grounds that is neither good policy nor good practice.  

As a matter of policy; The section of Maryland law which this proposal seeks to repeal does not exist as a discrete kernel 

of law but as one aspect of much larger and more full public policy – policy which is intended to protect the State of 

Maryland and the entities which operate here. The Methodist Church Trust Clause addressed in the proposal exists 

independently of Maryland Law as part of the world-wide United Methodist Church Book of Discipline which governs the 

polity and practice of every United Methodist Church affiliated congregation not only in Maryland, and not only in the 

United States, but around the world. The law in Maryland does not establish the Trust, but is an affirmation by the State 

that Maryland recognizes the right of the Church to establish and uphold its polity in this state as it does in every state 

and nation. Further, the Maryland statute is one of several in Maryland law which also recognize the rights of other 

denominations. To “cherry pick” the section of law which deals only with one denomination not only is ineffectual, but 

opens the State of Maryland to accusations of religious favoritism, interference in Church polity and of catering to certain 

private interests over public freedoms. 

As a matter of practice, it is impractical for the State of Maryland to assert that it will not recognize long-standing and 

binding matters of a Trust which were entered into voluntarily and knowingly by the parties involved. 

The governing document of the United Methodist Church (the Book of Discipline) establishes that all real and personal 

property of any local UM church is held In Trust for the Benefit of the United Methodist Church (¶ 2501). This has been 

true since the Methodist Denomination was established in Baltimore City in 1884. Any person or congregation who has 

joined the denomination since that time (or was incorporated into it at that time) has knowingly and willingly done so 

under the terms of this sacred Trust Clause.  

The church is a voluntary organization. Any person or group of people are free to leave the denomination at any time at 

no personal cost. What they are not free to do, is to take property held legally in trust with them as they depart. 

Overwhelmingly, these church properties date back well before such persons became members, and their current 

personal reasons for wanting to leave the denomination do not now outweigh the intention of the generations who 

came before and who freely gave their tithes and offerings to pay for and uphold the church property as a Methodist 

house of worship.  

Those who wish to leave the denomination now became members in the first place because the church was a Methodist 

Church. Likewise, any other members (and their offerings) were part of the church specifically because it was a 

Methodist (or United Methodist) church, and has historically been upheld by the appointments of Methodist Pastors by 

the denomination.  

These congregations and their individual members have enjoyed the benefits of having a world-wide, system of mission 

work, established hymn books and orders of worship, a system of educated and ordained pastors and a well-funded and 

managed system of healthcare and retirement benefits for the clergy and many other benefits derived from affiliation 

with a connected world-wide denomination that would not be possible for an individual congregation. The fact that 

some few congregations, having enjoyed the benefits of their affiliation with the United Methodist Church, currently 

wish to be relieved of their obligation to the United Methodist church under the Trust Clause is “bad faith” in the legal 

sense, and not something that the State of Maryland should allow itself to be drawn into. Further, existing congregations 



in Maryland (and outside of Maryland) should not be penalized through a challenge to fundamental church polity in 

order to bend to the desires of a few congregations who no longer wish to live into their commitment under the trust.  

I offer this testimony as the Lay Leader of a two-hundred and fifty-four year old congregation in Baltimore City, as the 

Vice-President of the Baltimore-Washington Methodist Historical Society (founded in 1855), and as a life-long citizen of 

the State of Maryland who does not wish to see his state expend its legislative energy and credibility on an action which 

not only is un-impactful under the larger body of policy, but which is contrary to ordinary and logical understanding of 

trust law and religious freedom. 

I thank you for receiving my testimony and your service to the citizens of Maryland in considering these matters. 
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Chair and members of the Committee, thank you for the 

opportunity to testify. 

My name is Rev. Sheridan Allmond, and I serve as Chair of the 

Board of Trustees of the Baltimore-Washington Conference of The 

United Methodist Church. I speak today in opposition to Senate 

Bill 0172. 

As Trustees, our responsibility is fiduciary and legal. We hold 

church property in trust to ensure that assets given for sacred 

and charitable purposes are protected, maintained, and used in 

accordance with the intentions of those who contributed them—

past, present, and future. 

The Methodist Trust Clause is not an innovation. It is a well-

established legal and ecclesial framework that has governed 

Methodist property for generations. Congregations enter into this 

arrangement knowingly and voluntarily at the time of 

incorporation. Courts across the country have consistently 

recognized its validity under neutral principles of law and the First 

Amendment. 

Senate Bill 0172 would disrupt this settled framework by inviting 

state intervention into internal church governance and 

retroactively altering longstanding property agreements. From a 

trustee perspective, this raises serious concerns about contractual 

stability, donor intent, and increased litigation risk. 

More broadly, the bill sets a precedent that extends beyond 

Methodists. If the state can redefine the internal property rules of 



one denomination, no faith tradition with connectional or 

hierarchical governance is secure. That is not a narrow fix. 

The United Methodist Church already has established, orderly 

processes to address congregational transitions and property 

matters. These processes are designed to balance local 

discernment with broader fiduciary obligations and have 

functioned without state interference. 

For these reasons, and in keeping with our duty to protect 

charitable assets and religious liberty, I respectfully urge the 

Committee to issue an unfavorable report on Senate Bill 0172. 

Thank you for your consideration. 
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