2026 Virginia UMC Annual Conference Summary
Prepared By FUMC Lay and Northern Virginia District Members of Annual Conference:
Mark Elder, Nana Amoateng (Lay); Roma & Wray Sexson (District)

The 2026 Virginia Annual Conference was held for the first time in Harrisonburg, Virginia from June
17-20. This is the programmatic body for the United Methodist Church (UMC) in Virginia and is
comprised of an equal number of lay and clergy delegates.

At this Annual Conference, we were reminded about the vitality of our ministry in Virginia thanks to
the many diverse groups that comprise our leadership, notably female, black, and Asian American
pastors and laity.

Celebrations:

e Juneteenth: There was a rousing worship service on Friday to honor Juneteenth, which marks
the official end of slavery in the U.S. Bishop Phyllis Blair Milton of the Virginia Lutheran Synod
reminded us that after the Civil War, independent black churches sprung up, notably in the
Baptist and Methodist traditions, that became a central foundation to the decades-long civil
rights movement. We honored Rev. Dr. Youtha Hardman-Cromwell, the Conference’s voice for
social justice, one of just two black female clergy in the 1980s, a professor & dean at Wesley
Theological Seminary, and leader in the Reconciling Ministries Network. We also honored Rev.
Sam NeSmith, the only pastor in Virginia to serve when the segregated U.S. Central Jurisdiction
still existed (for 4 decades, African Methodist churches were merged into a single, national
jurisdiction), and someone who marched with Martin Luther King Jr.

e Clergywomen: Friday morning, we honored the 70" year of clergy ordination rights in the UMC.
There are 445 female clergy in the Conference.

e Asian American Ministry: The Virginia Conference is served by many Korean and Asian American
clergy. We honored MJ Kim, the first Asian pastor ordained as an elder in Virginia in 1966.
Reveille UMC in Richmond hosted him. Over $25K was raised or committed to support a new
fund in his honor that will support the unique needs of immigrant clergy.

e Ordination and Commissioning: On Saturday morning, the Virginia Conference ordained or
commissioned 45 people, either as Elders, Provisional Elders, Licensed Local Pastors, or
Deacons.

e Retirements: 35 clergy were recognized at the retirement celebration Friday afternoon.

Memorial Service: Rev. Dr. David McAllister-Wilson, President of Wesley Theological Seminary, was
the preacher for the memorial service. McAllister-Wilson extolled the UMC’s centuries old
connectional systems that fostered, as the famous hymn says, “ties that bind.” The pastors we
were honoring were integral to maintaining the Wesleyan connection. Today we face the threat
that Artificial Intelligence (Al) poses to our human connection. We were reminded of the
Methodist legacy of founding schools, nursing homes, hospitals, and day care centers, all places
that strengthened connection. To honor the connectional legacy of those that have gone before
us, United Methodists are now called to create a “connective labor” force, humans who will work
inside those very institutions that this denomination built and defined centuries of our ministry.
This is God’s call for the church in response to the Al revolution.

We remembered all the clergy who died in the past year, including FUMC’s Rev. Dr. Gregory Adkins.
During the Memorial Service, 66 clergy, lay members and clergy spouses were recognized.



Wesleyan History: Dr. Ashley Boggan, the UMC’s Conference Secretary of History and Archives, told
us the inspirational story of our Wesleyan heritage. A hallmark of John Wesley (founder of
Methodism) and his contemporaries was conducting ministry outside the walls of the church and to
the most outcast. In May 1738 John Wesley had his holy spirit moment when his “heart was
strangely warmed.” But he was in spiritual agony, not able to truly feel joy in the love of God.
Then in spring 1739, George Whitfeild invited him to Bristol England to assist in his ministry. A
mining and port town, Bristol was known as one of the dirtiest and poorest cities in the world.
Whitfield had been preaching 40 times per week to the poor in the fields, which was against the
rules and unbecoming for Anglican preachers at the time. In April 1739, Wesley wrote in his journal
that he “submitted to be more vile” by breaking the rules and preaching to 3,000 people in the
fields. Journals of the locals shared how Wesley and Whitfield’s preaching was the first time they
had ever been told they are worthy of God’s love. It is in Bristol where Wesley begins to form the
classes, or small groups, that are central to the Methodist movement. He builds schools for the
children of coalminers and preaches against slavery in one of the British ports central to the slave-
trade. Wesley advocates for healthcare as we must treat people’s ailments as a necessary
precursor to receiving the Holy Spirit. John Wesley finally felt joy in his ministry when he pushed
the boundaries of discipleship from what was comfortable to what was uncomfortable. The
success of early Methodism was also attributable to active laity. Our call as United Methodists
today is to empower the laity again, move outside our church buildings, and go where suffering and
injustice exist. Dr. Boggan’s’ presentation was so well received, the Conference body pledged to
make the video available so that all local churches can host watch gatherings.

Panel Discussion: Included: Bishop Sue, Rev. Dr. David McAllister-Wilson, Dr. Ashley Boggan, Rev.
Lan Davis Wilson (Conference Director of Belonging & Advocacy), and Rev. Dr. Candance Lewis
(President of Gammon Theological Seminary). The panel focused on our Methodist history and
included these main points:
e laity sustained the Methodist movement including efforts to end slavery.
e Being Methodist is an experiment in grace.
e Early Methodists were considered rabble rousers, speaking out against injustice to groups
considered outcast.
e Young people are our best bet to revitalize Methodism; Francis Asbury was just 22 years old
when he became a circuit rider in the U.S.
e Let’s build on the foundation of an inclusive, worldwide church that we chose to be at the
2024 General Conference.

Council on Finance and Administration Report: The Conference approved a 2027 budget of

$16.2 million, just +0.5% higher than 2026 (note: reminder that the 2026 budget was a 35%
reduction from 2025 reflecting the impact of disaffiliations). 2025 Conference statistics include: just
under 860 churches, 250K members (about a 3% decline from prior year), 71K average Sunday worship
attendance, 1.6K professions of faith, and 1.2K baptisms.

Clergy Compensation: [t was proposed to increase minimum clergy compensation levels by about
3% to ensure pastors receive a livable wage, building on efforts last year to increase salaries since
Virginia has some of the lowest clergy salaries in the southeast. Salary disparities exist for women
and minority clergy. The Conference is exploring ways to support salaries for pastors in rural areas
while still retaining local church authority to set clergy compensation. This whole issue involved a
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good amount of discussion as some small and rural churches noted the hardship they would face to
meet the minimum compensation levels.

Campus Ministry: Campus Ministry was highlighted in two ways. Devon Earle stood with other
Conference campus ministers during the main session, and then a smaller panel (including Drew
Ensz/GMU; Kendra Grimes; Randolph-Macon; and Alexis Owens; JMU) spoke during the Virginia
Reconciling United Methodist dinner. Student participation across all campuses in the Conference
includes 500 in weekly worship, 600 in small groups, and 2,000 in mission work. Key messages
from these discussions include: local churches should alert campus ministers about any students
attending that college within the initial two days (otherwise they will choose from a host of other
extracurricular activities); churches should consider ways to support campus ministries nearby;
today’s students face a myriad of unique challenges, including food insecurity, mental health issues,
and isolation; and campus ministry budgets are being cut and need support from churches, grants,
and other alternate sources.

Church and Society: Mark, Wray and Roma attended the Church and Society Luncheon where
Heather Gomez gave a presentation about Just Neighbors. Just Neighbors serves not only Northern
Virginia, but also parts of rural Virginia (including the I-81 corridor), Maryland, and DC. In 2025, Just
Neighbors served 1,720 clients, including 465 children who came to them alone. Workloads have
increased since the Department of Justice eliminated staff in their civil rights and citizen assistance
divisions. Temporary Protective Status has been eliminated for 60 countries. The court system is
overloaded resulting in court dockets including 100 cases at a time, which heightens the chances of
deportation. About 145,000 child citizens have had a parent detained in the last year and a half.
The immigration system needs to be modernized; it has not changed since the 1980s and 1990s.
Under our Constitution, all people on U.S. soil have human rights, including immigrants.

Mission and Giving: This year’s conference offering will support the MJ Kim Fund for Immigrant
clergy (as noted above) and the new Conference Center for Belonging and Advocacy, which will
equip and provide local resources to build a more inclusive church. As of this writing, about
$70,000 has been raised. A combined 17,000 Kits for Conference were collected, with an estimated
value of $300,000, including hygiene kits, cleaning buckets, and feminine hygiene kits.

Appointments: Pastors Janine and Christian were reappointed to Fairlington UMC for the 2026-27
year starting July 1. Other important appointments with connections to FUMC:
e Marianne (Kehoe) Nessef, Associate Pastor of Care Ministries, Christ UMC, Horizon Texas
Conference
e Michael Nelson, Deep Creek UMC in Chesapeake
e Devon Earle, Director of Campus Ministry at the University of Virginia

Conclusion: It was an honor to represent Fairlington at Virginia Annual Conference and if members
have any questions, please feel free to contact any of the delegates for further information.



