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This matter came before this Court on July l> 2024, for a""'heari.qg on Defendants'· Amend,ed­

Motion for Summary Judgmen~ Plaintiffs Opposition,_ Defendant's Reply, and the Notice of 
- ~ 

-

Supplemental Authority in Support of [)efenchmt' s Amended· Motion fQr S~l!lmmary Judgment. 

Counsel for all parties appeared with~counsel. This Cotitt: having oon~idered all relevant and· 
= = ' 

-

appropriate pleadings, motions, an9 exhibits along:?-with,,µie oral argume~t~
1 
of the parties, provides 

--

its opinion and order belo~ 

= - I 

Sta_temwt of Facts 

-

The Plaintiffs are tmrt)•-~ve? (37) MaryJ~d United Me~hodist Churches who ,operate their 

ministry under the direction of thej3altlmo~" Wasfilngton Conferen.~ " of T~e ·Uni!t~d "Methodist1 

- -~ = I 

Church. The Def end.ants are cc~ T rel le~ Easter_liog, the-Bjshop of.icthe Baltimore• W ashif gton 

Conference of the Unitcii Methodist_Church, the=Board of Tnist~ of the Baltimore \}'ashington 

Conference of the United Methodist Church. ana the-Baltimore-Washington Conference of the 

United Methodist Church (herei,nafter 4'the UMC~'). 

The United Methodist Church has an organizational structure composed of the General 

Conference, tbe CounciJ of Bishops, and the Judicial Council. The Council ofBishQps is made of 

·both retired and active bishops in the UMC who serve an a~ignedjurisdiction fora four-year term. 

Bishop LaTreJle Easterling is the bishop episoopal leader of the Baltimore-Washington and 

l 



Peninsula-Delaware Conferer\ce, the body under \Vhich th6c local churches ~n this rnatter are 

govc~ed~ 'The Judicial Council is the highest j udicial 'body of the UMC, compri1sed of lay leaders 

and clergj' wha m~et-twi,ce a y,ear t.9 oonside~ \1/hether actrons of the various local, churches adhere 
-

- tolhe a0ok o~Discipl11:1e. Finally, the ·General _qonference i~a-rcprescntatt\'C body compr,jsed, o·f 

• 

eletg¥ and lay teade~ of the UMC wbq gather ~eveif four y~rs_ to set official UMC po,licy and 

= 

Uisciplin~'')~ a book outlining tt1e law,= do-atrf ne. admini1slration, otganizational work, and - ' -
'= 

prq_ce<i_ures of the UMC. 11ie Discipline- also ';deJenna·n~S _(a) \Vbich .1~~ churc-hes sba).l be - - = - -
- £ 

established as 1.Jnited Methodist congr~gations; =ana. {121 .. whether ~d when -any local U'nited 
- ! • = ---:-

Method•ist Gl1urch s11all be cTosed o.r; thei'church!'s relationshii,p' with-,;,Tl1e ·United Methodist Church 
- - _- =- ==-

severed. Whe Discipline is 61-nding on_all ann~al ,,..9011fer~nces, IC>Cal "'churches, c1etg)\ and lay 
-::-- = 

members ofThe United~ethodist&hurch. 
=""" 

lo recent years, tbe oody:1i-0f 'tbe UJvtC has adqpted progressive id~s \vith wffich many - ;,;;;,-

~ 

members and=loc-m~~ cH~urc~_li_~ d1sagr~e, ~Because of the-se ,;;disagreements, the General 

Conference enacted- Qi1sci~line 1 2553, wnich pr:ovi.ded local chUJthes the opportunity to - • 

disaffiliate from the UMC and retain a release=from the Methodist 'Property Trust. Discipline t 
• 

-
2553 provides, in relevant~part: 

,i 2553. Disaffiliation of a I:;ocal Church Over Issues Relat~ to Human 
Sexuality. _ 
I. Because of the current deep conflict within The United Methodist Church around 
issues of human sexuality, a iocal church shall have a limited righ½ under the 
provisions of this paragraph, to disaffiliate from the denomination for reasons ef 
conscience regardin.g a change in the requirements and provisions of the Book ef 
Discipline related to the practiee of homosexuality or the erdinat~on or mamage of 
self-avowed practicing homosexuals as resolved and adopted by the 20 19 General 
Conference, or the acrions or inactions of its annual coof erence related t,o these 
issues wh.ich fallow. 



2. Time Limits. The choice by a local churcl1 to disaffiliate with Tl1e U1nited 
Methodist Church under this paragra.ph shall be made in sufficient time fo,r the 
process for exiting the denomination to be complete prior to December 31, 2023. 
TI1e pro,,isions of12553 expire on Dec~mber 31 ! 2023 and shall not be used after 
that date. 
3. Decision Making Process. The church ,conference shal l be conducted in 
accordance with, 1248 and shall be held within one hundred tvventy ( 120) da_ys after 
the district superintendent calls for the church conference. In additio,n lo the 
provisior1s o-f 1 246.8, special attention shall be made t-o give broad notice to tbe 
full professing membership of the local church regarding the time and place of a 
church confere.nce called for this purpose and to use all means necessary

1 
including 

electronic -communjcation ,,,her;e posslble, to communicate. -The decision to 
disaffiliate from The United Methodist Church ,must be approved by a n-vo-thirds 
(2/3) majority -,.rote of t11e professing members .of t'oe loca-1 church present at the 
church conference. 

4. Process Follo,\ri11g Decision to Disaffiliate from The United Methodist Church. 
l f the church conference ,1otes to d.isaffiliate from The United l\1ethodis1 Churct1! 
the tem1s and conditions for that disaffiliation shall "be established by th-c board of 
trustees of the applicable annual conference~ with the ad,1ice of the cabinet, the 
annual conference treasurer the annual conte-rence benefits ofticer, the director of 

~ . 
connectional ministries. and the annual con,ference cnancellot. The terms and 
c.onditions. inc,lu<ling the effective date nf disaffil1ation, shall be n1emo,rializ_ed in a 
binding Disaffil iation Agreement be~veen~the ann,ual conference apd the trustees 
of the local church.~acting on behalf of the mernbers. That agreement must be 
consiste·nt with the follo\ving provisions;c 

a) Standard Terms of the 'Dis.affil iati0n .Agreement~ 
The o~neral Council on Finance and Administration shal l develop a standard form 
for Disaffiliation Agreements under this paragraph t,o p,rote.ct,Tbe United Method'ist 

- J. 

Church as set forth in 1 807 .9. The agreement sha]l include a retogniti~n of tbe 
, 1alidity and applicability of 1 250 I~ not\vithstanding the re]ease of property 
therefrom. Annual conferences may develop additio.nal standard terms that are 1101 

inconsistent with 1}1e standardfor,n of 1J1is paragraph. 

b) Apporti onrnents. 
The local churct1 shall pay any unpaid apportionments for the 12 months 
prior to disaffiliation, as well as an additional 12 months of apport3onments. 

c) Property. 
A disaffiliating local church shall ,have the right to retain its real and personal, 
tangible and intangible property. All transfers of p,roperty shall 1be made prior to 
disaffiliation. All costs for transfer of title or other legal wori< shall be bome by the 
disaffiliating local church. 

-

f) Payment Terms. 

3 
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Payment shal,11 occur_,prior t,o t'he effective d.ate of aepartw:~. 

g) Disaffiliating Churches Contin,uing as P,la:n Spo.rtsors-=01t:•¢e (}enerfil ~oar~ of 
Pension ,and Health Benefits Plans. - = 

m 

The United -tvte1l1odist Ctiurch be,lie,,es l't:tat a ·local c:lxurch d'isaffJ1ia~ing 1un1der 
, 255-3 stiall co~tinu_e to Sh~ comfn:?Q re[igl?us bonds a~9,1co1iy:~cti:on; Wl~ The 
United :'4,ethodist ~burch based,_on sh,,ared ~ ~esl1~)ran: the9,lo'g~ ~A9: t~aldi!~~~ l1ai ,~ 
Method,s~ roots1 unless the local ~~urch,~xpressly, resot;v~s·to,,t~e

1 
co.:tttrary: ~s S~f hy 

a local "Church disaffiliating -under 1 -255:1 sllall conlinµe ·to 'be JI1igi1~1le '
1

io s~onsof 
voluntary eroployee beuefit_pl1ans through tl1e G~nera1l B~~td b,1f 'PelilS1L0!1 ,anli.H:~~lth 
Benefits under,i 1-504.2. subjett to the apf'licaijle"te~S a~dmcot1~itio'~

11
s ofithi pliks., 

- ' .. ~ u ii 

h) Once tile disaffrliating local ·chu~h,.~ ha§" rei rnb~d '•the- aepJica,t:i'le ant1Ll!il. 
conference_ fol""'-al I t"'uc:tds due, unact tlil.e'',ag~eme:ri~ an8 ~rovid'ed 'ih~t therern, we n~I 
other outstana5ng lj~b!l'ifie_f or-=clf~n1·~ ~gaJ~s:t~Tbe;;~~~~~ ,,!l!!~Jet~i ?i~~ yh~rctil aJ1 a 11 

resu~t of tbe_d1saffil1at1on. 1n con~1cte~ t1on.,
1
,ofm!he_pro¥i1s1,~r)S ~{Jh~f .P,~g~aph~111the, 

apRl1cablc annual confer,cnce·sba1ll ~lease any-cla11mi ~t 1t may hErve· un~er 12~,0
1
lt 

and oither paragraphs uf The Book~~·f~is~iBJtiie·'10 1f~f!r ~ v:~ft_elfl' ~14~h~dlis,j11@lfu~ct 
comm~nly referred to as the tnlSt-claU:Sef':Or ~n:cle~,the agre&trlenL ,1, =-- - - ,y 

- : --➔ 

..;:-..:::- - ~ 

d)_Pension b iaoTlilles_- = _ = ~ -- _ 

The lbq3l~ hur_ch shall q'oqtri1~ut~ withclia~~if iai~b!li~ , ii ill'W1° am~?nt:equal ,io its [pro 
Tata _!hare· ot an,y.,,aggfeg.~ te ,~ fu:n~ed Eens 10~~, 01b,i~~~t1 on5imigg? tJle ~1Ar,~IJ,1co nf eren ce. 
Thc~cnera_~B~ani'"°f Pe~s,~ an_d He!,l~hit~enefii~s. shal1J1",?T~te~

1
~nc~!d~h ~ ~ wga.te­

fundLtlg .~bl1,g.ati,~ns o! t~e-annual~ o~fer,ence Q~~ g n:i;arle~1l!f~J!ris sm11l~r' to al 
cocnmercta:1 _an~u1ty pr~: 1d~. from~vruch U1e ann!]l.8.l,co~ .f~r.en,~ w,11 determJPe the!~, 
local churcli,.s share .. ::- = = -

= ==-- ----= = 

= 
~ ¥," -===-~-===-=-==- ·- ~ 

e) 0ther L1abi1liti(}s. - -"" = _ "' ..,, . 

Thelocal ~ur:c~ 'shalil ~ ti1Y ~,1,1_ oth~r ~ ?t~~~ O!JlS, a,g~afi~lft'i1i1ti~*'~t (}r,l:l~tssign ¥ d 
transfer th.~m to 1ts new-entltyn,nor ie disaffi~1at1on.- ,,11 =- ~ ~ ! 

---= -=- -= 

J, 

- " 

I ii 

,I 111 1!11 

THE UNITED M EUiODIST Cl-lt2RCl-t, 1fadendU,r,J'1L(g'ffiJThe 
11

B0Jl ,.o/
1

Di.-.2'l9pline ~firh1ill~rJrii,eW J'v/.eillodisi~II 
- = 

Church, 2016, 922 (2-0 19) .(emph.asis-addea)~ 

Within 12553~4{a), the UMC _reserved tberigl:i:t 
1

'for ~ualr,Jonferenoes ig develop, standard 

te1,11S for disaffiliating ch11rches who w•sl,ed to keep,,,iltf ir ctiurch ,_prope,.oty. _id. ~xercising the 

authority bestowed by the General Conference in Discip,li1ne• ~ 2553.4, tlle Bal1timore-Washingto,n 

Conference required disaffiliating c.hurches to pay an amo·Wlt equal to 5'0% of the assessed value1 

1 The assessed value of propeny is the value asscss.ed by state taxing aothorl1les, 
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-of ~y =r®J ~,p~op~rty ~that= ttit~io~~ ch_ "":ch W)~h~ -lo~reta~n-fotl1Q~Vti~1g"'"~i1sa~Jf~tiol'!,1' :fh!~s~.1]oc~11
: 

- - = = II - : I 
- -

- ...:: -- ii:: I -· . • .. "I 1 - '--- ili 

~churcl1~ _,vho wished• tQ: ~i~aJl)J½3~e ftQ1T! _~he _.,\J'.fylG .,:;,,i~ suoj ec,~
1
td~~ e~~ y)he~~~= t,mpof~e~f:t>~.,, . 

- - = - - = - -. ::, - - = .= '-'+ ! 
- = : ..=. "'- ~ - =. I J! 

-J ~~J~of_the't}jsci'p)ine_ ~nd the "p-iiyrnen,t= _q,£ 5~9¾ ·ofs1~J1e 1~Sses~~ 1~f li~e;OP~aJ1?({~~1 ,prop~tjY, ,,t~~ ' 
-= = = 1--_I -~ II -= = 

= -
~ - - I ::1 - II .;E. II - ! ~ 't ~ - ; "' u !1 

Ttfi s- disput~ arose ~ause Plainiiff_ chu~cb~s ~'4qug1it: l? di·saffii_iat¢cc ~fQfl) ·tbe., 0:MC !~ ~ ! 

= ~ - ='=;:-'"::::fl@= ,,.-. S\ :_- - - ~ , = 

6elieve~that lhe 50% p-ayment=- ~~ircmericr:is~ rncolcisfs~e~t ~ilh 1;th1e: ~rniJ"'ot tb~~1Sifsciplfot , .ana,, 
- - - ~ • - ii 11• "~1 e I Jr Ee II"_ ml, .• • 'ii - • = I- ,1 = 'I - 'I J, ' • I . -1, I ' = - II 

.. ;;;, • • ,1 I . "' ,Ji n- . .. - ' II , 11 "' 
- - - "= .cle ',/_,·,, I~' =~,.· WII"' .. 

s·hould not l?_e enf.circedL~_plaint iffs tMerefo
1

(~ ~ ell DeTeid~ tSfby~\(ta}'iiqf a May"2'0231 Err,$l K~e~ded' 
- - - "" """' • s 1n~ 111 - = "r ... , ~I = 11\ .. ' 1, 

~ - ..::. = =- ,!!CC g" ]• .~ ~" 1111_= ijl' "" ""' - ' I ' - '!h. . ,, I 

Constructive Fraud agai nst .. th(;Bo~rd ~tTmsteJt5 and Sisf\@p i ast1c1"'111 tt1nt,,j <fV)111113reae~ 01~'fi1~C]~~lll11 
!! == = ,., I 3' I ,'111 

- "'_ = EE',.,, •• ' ill! ,__ :r 'ifs,1 I I 
= -="' ~ "''=' "'"' · = " 1i' 1 I , • 1 Iii , ~II -. 

0uty (~gaiQst"~isho_F?,P1sterling)7'~ ) Demand'IonAcc~ ntfug~
1
itVI)1Quan.ftm .M~ruit, ~

1

VJI),llillUnJ\uS,t 
- - ~ - ·""' I =, I . ij ~ I, 111 111 

Enrichment. (V lll)'~ romif cy Est9PPd~ ) S ~each of ~ ntrJ,~ d ii) QJi~ i ,1le. ' 
11 

- ~ ~- -- .... •::•" ~d,~1 - ' Il~ ~ IC !! 111111 illi1111 111111 . I 

~d vrn, and -a1smissed.thi,e;:L-y~ wo (32) Me.thocf1,sL<itiurcl1es <!111Je to1lll~ pro~ l1r ve~le 1fr~rqJ ~J~it&i r~ 
- ~= 1111 I ·• Ill; 

- - ""l"' - - ,f ,,,,,,!! 1n= ellili"' I ~ 11 11 

On July 2-6 .. 2024. the Plaintiffs filed a strpulatidn-aismi:Sfflng o.n.Jy clafffli'V
11
tbe clat1Jlil

11

for a d1emandliJIJi 
- "C":'::r' 1. ~ • 11u11w ,, m1 1 11111 

for accounting against the Defendant, Th.~ .aalti.mo.r:~ t~
1ashing1t~n C onf~,rence of\~r,he u;la~t~ 

Methodist Church., and, on August 21"; 2024, the Plaintiffs fJl,ea=astipuJation·w~missi..Qg ~hly:"~IWm 
I ,I 

- I 

V. the claim for a demana for account aga'inst- the Defendarils, the Baltiimore 'Wash,ington 
I 

= 

Conference of the United Methodist Church, a:lild Bishop L~trelle Easferling; Th~riefore, titi-s Cou1rt 
'''ilil 

djsmisses claim V against all Defendavts.2 

De,fendants now move for a summary judgment on the rep-iaining claims, I, Ill, JV, IX, 1artd. 

X. Defendants reiterate their argument in their Motion to· Dismiss-that this Ceurt Jacks s·ubject 

2 Although the stipulation does not directly name that The Board of Trustees ofr:lhe Baltimore Washington 
Conference of The Unfted Mctfiodist Church, lhe fifth claim is also dismissed against the T~s pursuant to che 
Court discussion on July J, 2024 and the two (2) stipulations. 
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matter jurisdiction under the ,Ecclesiastie<l!l Abstenition Doctrine. Defendants further argue that no 

ref.ief is a,railable because ,i 2553 expired on December J I. _2023; and (3} c,,c,.;a if the other 

arguments do not appl)', there is·n-0 genuine dispute of material1 fact on tbe remainjng clain1s. 

Standard o,( Revie,v , ........... ___ .......... ..,,.,..... __ 
tn~f\,taryland, ·a trial court should grant_s:ummary ju~gment on all or Ra.rt of an acti,on \-vhen 

the_re is oo•,genu,ne disput~ as lo an}r -n1aterial fact and tl1e rnoying party is entitled to j,udgment as 
- - = = 

• 

"a-matter of la\1;1._ See Maryland Rule 2-50 l (eJ. "A material fact is a fact the-resolution ~f which 

-\\'ill -somehow affect the outcome of the case.')_ Cqler v. Arair1ark SportJ· & Ent,. Sezys., Inc. l 53 - . 
= -

- Md. App. 210, 224 (2003). W,hen°ruling on~ 010,t1ion foe summazy1judgn1ent1 the ,court must vie~ 
"= 

the facts, including all inferences, in: the light most fav0rabl~ ~o the 11onmoving party. Jah1tige11 i >. 
+ :::_ 

Smith1 143 tv1d. App. 547, 554 (2002). 
-

011ce tile movi ng-party:has dcm0.filsliated that thQ.rc are no genl1i ne c1isJ!},utes of n1aterial fact, 
=- ·;: --:-

party demonstrates"'tne existence o·f a dispute of fact, the disput~ will,,_ not defea1 tl1e 1noti~n ·for 
-

- ~~- :': - !11 

s,ummary j,udgment unJess tne- disf)tl,te concerns a material- fact, i.e., a fact that, ~rill al(et 'the 
~ 

-
outcome of the case depending 1:1p0~ tm,v the_jaE_tfrn<ler resolves tre ,di~pute over~i11l .~) Bb'gWelti.Jv. 

t ,.,. ~ 1/ 

Peninsula Regional~edical @tr., 106 Ma. APP-· 470, 489· ( 1995), "The non-movi1ilgi11party rn1:1s1. 
- I I 

offer facts adrn:issibJe in evidence=and not mere,ailegati,ons,, denials, or conclus,ozy statements. Id 

An opposition to summary j udgment canno_t_rely on"speculation and conjecture. Rehn v. fVestfield 

Am .. 153 Md. App. 5,86. 596 (2003). 

• 
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Discussion 

Under the Establishment and Free Exercise clauses of the First Amendment, civil courts 

have no authorit)' to second-guess ecclesiastical decisions m,ade by hierarchical church bodies. 

Do-.i1ns v. Roman Cat.It Arcl1bisl1op of Baltimore, 111 Md. App. 616,62 1 ( 1996). 

In short., the First and Fourteenth Amendments pennit hierarchical TeJigious 
organiz.stions to establis,h_ their own rules and regulations for internal discipljne and 

govemn1ent. and to create tribunals for adjudicating disputes over these matters. 

When this choice ls exercised and ecclesiasticaL~tribunals are created to decide 
disputes over the gove-rnn1ent and direction of,.subordiriate bod'ies, the Constitution 
requires that ci,,il courts accept their decisions as binoing upon them. 

~ = 

i 

Id. Ciml courts should be complel:ely free from ··ctltanglement i1n q·uestions of religious doctrine. 

polity. anti practice.~, Jc,ne.s v, Wolf, 443 U.S. 595, ~603,;:(1979). Even iftl1e dispute presented lo 
~ 

= 
the court is one that \>.rould clearly be"}usticiable \\rere the parties , not members=of a religious 

- -- -
= = 

organization.t if resolutiotiJ of that dispute 'involves matt~rs of church doctnne or governance, or 
= 

consideration of ecclesiastical decisions ma.de by a ch-ur,ch body, the matter falls outside of the 

civi l court1 s jurisdiction. Dow11s, 11 I Md. App. at 622. _ 

Maryland courts have not addressed all issues before t1his Court. Thus, this Court also 

relies on precedent from other jurisdictions when helpful. Watson v. Jones, 80 U.S. 679 (13 Wall.) 

( 187 I) is a seminal case dealing with religious property disputes. There, the Supreme Court of the 

United States ( .. U.S. Supreme Court") heard a case involving two parties clai·ming exclusive use 

of the property held and owned by the local Presbyterian Church. Id. The U.S. Supreme Court 

classified church property dispules into three categories: express t.rust cases. congregational church 

cases,, and hierarchical church cases. Id. at 722-23. Relevant here is the hierarchical church 

structure. The U.S. Supreme Court explained that if the church ,vas hierarchical in nature, civil 

courts should defer to and ac-0ept as final any questions of ·•questions of discipline or faith. or 

ecclesiastical rule. custom. or Jaw that have been decided'' by churchjudicatories. Id. at 727. A 

7 



church is hierarchicall)~ controlled if it is a '"subo,rdinate member of some gcneral1 1ch,1.lfCh1 

organization in which there are superior ecclesiastical tri1bunals with a gen,eral and u~lim,ate power,! 
• 

of control more or less c-0mplete. in some supren1e judicatory o,,er the wnole membership of rtliat 

general organization."' Id. at 722- 23 . 
• 

ln Tr1,stees o.f Pe11ca,ier Pre.fby terian Ch1,1·cJ1 in Pencader flr1ndred ~. Gibson,_tl.6 Del '.Ch. 
= 

I -

375 (194l). the Supreme Court of Delaware ruled that , i..,here '~ttie ,property tjght
1 

itufn,s_u.non a 
I - "==-

• = I 

detetruination of the correctness of rel igtous c reed or •teachi,ag~ the j
1
µdgmd

1

r1_t 0 1f the supreme 
- .!! ' "f 

- -· l~, 
~ - = -- ·"' "" ' ~ ' ~ Iii II 

ecclesiastical tribunal is conclusive, and tlie civil c0urt x,rill allO\V ilie Rtoperty to go Jin that 

II = 
direction in which the decision of the cnutch= trib~i c;p,;~e$ ~it:'' Id. J he 1Si'.rpr1emei C,c,_y, of 11 

Dela"iare further noted that when one joi»s a chl.:frch an8 becomes a'.1nember of
1
thati'~cclesi~ltica[ 

-
Supreme Court of Oklahom.ai'o'1Jnd that- inteqJretiRg the Discipline io reso],,re a -ch1urc~'s:,1claims ils 

not the coun's role, as the Discipline is ecclesiasti1cal in nature. OklaJ1oma Annual Corrfereli'ce.of 
= 

the Unired Merhodi.rt C'hurch, Inc. 1,. Timmons, 538 P.Jd ,f 70, 175 C2023J. 

The U.S. Supreme Court h_as held that the Establishment CJa1UJse of the Fi_rst Amendment 

"severely circumscribes the role that civil courts may piay in resolviog church property disputes:~ 

Presbyterian Church inthe United States v. Mary £/lwbetb Blue Hull Mem '1 Presb.Y!_ec,ian Chu~ch, 

393 U.S. 440, 449 (1969) ('"'Blue Hull"). Therefore, courts must refrain from deciding such cases 

when their resolution turns on "'religious doctrine and practice.'" Serbian Orthodox Dloc«e fr»; 

the United Sta.Les and (.:anada v, Milivojevich, 426 U.S. 696, 710 ( 1976) (quoting Blue Hi,//, 393 
' 

U.S at 449). 

An approach adopted by the U.S. Supreme Court that expands courts' jurisdiction over 

religious disputes is the neutral principles of law approach. See Jones, 443 U.S. at 605 (adopting 



• 

the neutral principles of la\Y approach). ~ nder -this approach. a civi l court may, ap-pl~ neutral 

= 

secuJar evidence ahd involves no considcr~tion of d~ct11nal n1atters;c la. at 603~ l~l11is applioach 

allows civil courts to examine secular Qrov.isions of refi'ki1ous documents; constitutiQns~ ''canonsl 

and the like. Id. at 602- 04. 
-

In the present-case, Defendants llrgue that tbe~1 ~ en~i t~cd to summary judgment on the 
cc-. 

remain_ing claims of (I)' Declaratory Judgmet\t (UI1} Constructive Fraud. (JVQ_ Brifirch ofFaiduci!~ 
= ' 

~ 

Duty, (V) Demand fo! Accoun,t½i,filg, and=(IX) Breach Qf Contract"ar1d (X) Quiet Title under the 

Ecclesiastical Abstention Docitme and tnelack otievidence to demonstrate a dispute of,the genuine 
, -f£ =-....._ • == r f 

material fact to enab·le Rlaintiffi to p~~vail-
-= 

'...., 

= 
- -

The court anal)rzes_lhe r+emait1ing~~-Jaims below: 

Cla:im [: Declaratory ~Judgment _- = 

"" 
= - - = - ;:;',II 

Plaintiffs in-thjs case~seek decl_a-r·a_tory j ,udgment on \vhether the languag~1'b1f~ 2501l a_pd 1 
= --=== = -

-==- ! 

2502 of tne Disc1p!fu-e oreate4 an~,rrevocable t;rll$l;''Whet,her.,Jhe trust1haslfl,cnnio~ed bec.ause the 
- - - -

Ill 
= - l 

purpose of the trust 1.s unla wfuJ, contrary, to ~ubl i c. ~l i~y~ Qr 'impossible ·to ,achi,eve; an~ wh~!fier 
- -= n· 

chw-ches are enfitled =to the quiet,. exclusjve, uninterru,pted~ !Jld-pe~ceful possessioo,.
1 
of their 

' I 

respective properties. Defendants argue that none o-r the express provisions of1 the trust -include 
• 

any express power to revoke the trust, lhus, the trust is"'irrevocable. 

Resol ving the factual disputes and all reasonable inferences in favor of the Plaintiffs, ,this 

Court finds that there is no genuine dispute of material fact regarding whether the Discipline 

created an irrevocable trust. Applying neutral principles of Maryland law, without making a 

dete11r1ination of church doctrine or faith, the court finds that the language of the Discipline creates 

an i11evocable trust 1 2501.2 of the Discipline prevides, '~[t]he trust is and always has been 

,, 



irrevocable-. except as pro\rided in the Discipline.H tv1ary land ln\v provides that a trust is presumed 

irrevocable unless "the po\\rer to revoke has 1becn reserved:' Fron, the Hearr C/11,rc/1 1\•1111/stries, 

Inc. v. Philadelphla-Baltirr1ore Ann. C'onf., l 84 Md. ~ pp. I l , 47 (2009) ("From tbe Heart~'). And 

there is no language in the trust ,clauses in the Discipline rcs-crving the right to revoke. Tb~ the 

trust created is irrevocable. 

Frorr1 the Heart is instructive here. In Frorr1 the Heart, a local Maryland church brought 

action against its denomination for declaratory judgment that the local church owned the property 
' 

aft.er disaffi liating from the denomination. 184 Md. App.- at 16. The Court of Special Appeals of 

Ma.ryland
1 

affin:ned the Circuit Gol!lrt•s xul ing of ~ummary I judgment in favor of the chutch 
' 

- I 

denomination with regard to the real,property . "~cl . al 51. The court found that the local cht1rch 

consented lo the trust provrs1ons in the- denominati◊n-, s 0 D iscjpJine,, \>.rhich provided that the real 

property acquired by the local church prior to its \vithd.rawal \\'BS held by the Jocal church in trus t 

for the denomination. when the purpose and mission of the church \ llfaS to conduct the n1inist.ry in 

favor of the dcnominat1on's Discipl ine. Id. at 37- 38. The court further explai11ed that the 

Discipline expressly stated that the property a,cquired by the local church would be used for the 

ministry and membership of the denomination. 

Here, ~ 2501 of the Discipline of the UMC provides that "[a)II properties of United 

Methodist loca.J churches and other United Methodist agencies and institutions are held, in trust, 

for the benefit of the entire denomination, and ownership and usage of church property is subject 

to the Discipline." Thus. like in From the Heart, the relevant church properties are held in trust 

for the purpose of benefitting the ~ntire denomination, and are subject lo the Discipl ine. Also like 

From the Heart, the local churches here consented to the tetm:s of the Discipline by encouraging 

3 The Coun of Special Appeals is now known as the Appellate Court of Maryland. 



• 

and furthering the m,ission oftbe UMC. Therefo,re, De:fendants i,1:11 th1is 9ase1,0Jre 1entitled tQ sa1mmary 

judgment on this claim~ as the local churches conseniledf to the autho~iW Qf t~e demonti1nat
1
i1on, and 

the 1,ocal church properties are merely he I'd by the churches~ in trust, for t~t lJfyiC .. 

Clain1 lII: Constrl!lctivc Fraud • 

- I 

Plaintiffs argue fhat they are entttled to re 1I ief fror;n Defen8at1ts , beca~se f lile ~~~filllht~ 

made false statements to Plaintiffs indicating that the cen1ference nens~on1 'funcfs hav~, 111t1furnJde~ 
t', 1 1 1r 1 , 1 ii!711~ , , 

liabiliti es. Plaintiffs • I I r; I II 
1 ',.1 i~ 1 I Ji furtl1er argue they are entitled to re:f ief 1because 1Defct1qru,1ts 1gr0ssty, 
I I I I 'I 

II 

mismanaged funds. 

This Court finds that this claim is barred! 1 Wil'der itfue Ecclesiastical Aostent~1on bolbtrln~1'.1 
- ' I II 

'farri:; \ I, 1\1at1l1e}V.'>, 361 N .c. 265 (2007Jc ,is 'instruc~1've, h:er~. fn Nfiattherws·,1 ;the 11~,J~nti,~ c~orc~ 
I II I 

. - • 11 . - -1 . I .1 ' 11 I I" _I ,I members argued that they were entJt'led to recover -damages from defertdan1~•; \vho w~re a ~a~tor; 
• a I F. II I II I If I Ii 

I I I 

secretary~ and chainnan ot' tl1e-ooard of trustees, for itnp11 ro,perly.; usiragl 1C,hl!llrch fun-els~ 36,,11N,.c ,: 1a,'1 
if,I - 'II 1 '1 

, I' Ii n 
11 ~ L I I • , . 1, ' • - = 1t1I ll ~ u "' ,II, 11 I" 273. The court found that detem11n1n,,, whether the act1ons111aricl expem ,It -~es 1of

1
it~f",

1
c

1
lillutch leaders~ 

Q - a II I I • I' II I r1 I I 1m 

"', ec"II I, II I I 
th • rl.s • d • • ' I ., 1'' ,I• f t. II ll;. h ,I I! fl II I ~ , d e1r auu1oncy, an compensation regu1res an exam1na~1Qn ,. o, 

1
tr.rle d,

1
,llrC' s 1~ .miagem·en1 .. an 

le 1! I I 11 I I I 
be ki ' • f th • • £iii I • bll • Ill ,U d I ~I h d I .Ii.:''· '.'.:Ji.~ cause see ng a court s review o ese matters i,s 1,nextn1ca '¥ ~ntenwtne I Vt'lt e;tiejJ111J 1i 1L11og, 1 

I rn II h , ' 

whether the chu,rch's pursuits or managemeflt is correct~ the CO\Jlil should, a'psta:itr.i nbM p:l.Sk~ng' I 
' 

such a decision. id. 

Although there is a ' 'robust doctrine~' that protec'ts t_he autono,my of ~ lig~oQs org~i:zation.s 

and frees them from civil litigation, the Supreme Court of the United ,States :has noted t.he 

possibility of a fraud or collusion exception to, this general rule. Moon vt Fam, Eednfar World 

Peace & UnificaJlon lnt'I, 281 A.Jd 46, 70 (D.C. 2022) see Heard v. Johnson, 8101 A.2d 87 l .. 881 

(2002). citing Milivoje,,ich .. 426 U.S. at 713. The fraud or collus1on exception could allow a civi,I 

court to decide an ecclesiastical dispute \Vhen ''religious figures act in ba.d faith for secular 

• I I 



purposes.~· Id, The court ack.no~vl1ed.ges .it ·is dtfficllil1t to, ~'discn,tan~}e~~ aB, aiJe8attorr of fraud,"fr,Pll?J 

religious q,uestions when brou.ght agai,nst an ent,ity fike the l3altsrnore Wasning.t~n,1Go[,ife1renGe .. 
• - • 11 I i f I r i 

-
"rhis-exceptioQ-appttcs \\i.Hen ~· rel1rgi1ous eo,tity or figureh~a&· '''e:ngaged' i,n a r~~d lffal,ftt au.empt ,,lo 

"' 1, I , I I 

" 
conceRl a se-cular -ac! behintl a religious smq.kescreen~,, la: :!.\·rel Sc.l1"1iJ1 ~'~I Gd{h~:Jic.,,'D'iq'cff:rei (}J 

~,i[oii? t 8 S-o~3d 8 J 4, 831 (2009) (hol,d,ing t,fia,t a clai'm 1fdr II inr,er11ionaJl1 w;>f'' .ftdud11le:ni1 
- f • j 11 ' ,, II ,, • ' •II 

ii I 

misrepresentatian f Qr the-purpose of solic-it111lg g' i 1fts, ,cah be decjdhd 00''1 neutrall hfin6iples ofi ,la,w, 
,11 1 " , , I ,, J, J::1 ,1 I 11, 

• 

:vi•ll1out excessive enCanglement in ecclesiasticlJ.! ~n:~irs}. 
11 

' I 

Thi·s Court finds lllat ll1e Ecclesiastical Abstenti0n Doc1trin11
1

c 
1

~1IS@1 b,ars this claim,,, anct',the 
h" 1 • IEi I 1111 1 111 

11 1 
I 

' = 
II I 

fraud or collusion cxqeption dQes not"'appl)ii 1~n s~~pQrt 9~Ih~i!:iargpm,ent.,fdr cons,truG~tive11,fiaod~ 
II 

- - . .,.,, j 
- .cir _ 1, 1 ,m1 .,!. . h 

Plaintiffs -allege that Defendants- n1ao'e l<JaJse :.~temerats~~ 1to Plaintiiffs, ,1inclua tng that ilie 
~ - =-· .:Ii, ! 

conference pension funds have unfuT>ded~liabil~ies, Pl'ail'l'~,s•ul1im~~I~ argllehhatllhislJed Ip th~ 
~ ~ 

"ransom."' or, m other \\IQ-~rd---,s, =the paxn1en~ f ,S10% -of tl1e a~ ssed va~u.e'I o ,f 1~n~ c'.horch'1s 11re
1a111 

:- ==-- ::::=.--

property. However, tl1e 8CCl..lracy_=.io ,~ t~e~ 1l~;tions·tu~s-on how ~tb,~ll~lD~fendan~s ,1,cal,sh,~~-1:e-"'~h~ 

conference pension liabilities, w_h_ich, is a question of cnurch m.anageme~t and ''go~erpanc,e,. 

Further, -f)efendant a.-.Churches ha\•e~:irnposed the 50o/osg~ment f~r a ~ecm.ar e.urpo'sej The 
I 

Discip1e allfJ:!grized them to add term's~of disaffil~ation~ anp _OeCenalntsi,cfetermined"'1lhose· 'leoipsi 

based on \vhat Jhey belie~ved \WS~onsi~nt wjtb"-fbe Disc,i~Line. Llke in Matth,e}~'·~·. g jcr8i,cialq 

determination of the actions and ,ex~dTtures teqt.Ures 0jucijcial exa:rri111atioo of the ftiurch' s, 

managc:z11ent, from which the"clvil courts shoulcl abstain. 36~ N.C~v,at 273. 

Lastly~ regarding the constructive fraud claim. the Plaintiffs nave not provjd~d the factual 

basis of constructive fraud by way of false statements or gross mismanagement dffunds to produce 

a genuine dispute of materiail facts. Suggestion of inaJl>propriate false statements ood 

12 

11 

I 

I I 
111 
I 

I 
I 

11 



• 

mismanag_ement of funds has been refuted by the Defendants as sup@rted by, affi,davit and/or 

exhibits. As such, the construeti\re fraud clain1 cloes not s_unr1,ve. 

Therefore, Defendants are entitled to summ·ary jud,gment on this c-laim. 

ClaiR1_!V: Breach of Fiduciary Dut)' 

Plaintiffs argue that Defendants O\Ye Plaintiffs a fiduciary because Defendants, are in a 

• .. .1· d 

pos1t1on ofpo\.ver,-11uthority, and mflucnceover ~laintiff chur.cbes, 11tBec,ause oftbis relationsl1ip, 

Plaintiffs believe that DeJendants •breache<( that=duty by making false statements a.f5out the 
- - -

Confercn-ce
1

s lia,bilities. or in tl1e altemati\'e~.tha( tHe Conference11has grossly .mismariagoo 1,funds . 
.... '=-- :,--

-

In response, Defcndan_ts ar&ue thut thex ha\'e~been'Lrutli~
1
,in representing_ to the local churches 

that theiJ: clerg)' pension I~futly fun.c:le_!,d.~ 

- = == = _, Iii· :1 

This Court finds that ilie:}:ccl~siasticlll Abstention lD'octrihe prec!udes this claim ,a~ \vei1f. 
- -,..- ==.._ =- = =_ -

- = 

To prevail _on,,a ctaam=of breach o_( fifluc'iID' auty;: ai>a~' n1u·si. f.lfOve: •1(1) ,the ,existence o,f a 
-----=- -=-- _::;:;....., 

= -==-- '= - ::::::: ~ - --== ·1!1· 

fiduciary relationship~"(2)_ a breach] f d1uty~ wed by t:he
11
fiauci~1to the b_eneftciary, and €3) h~, 

= = 
_ - = • - . "E = . = ilf = l'I -

192 (1995). When ~valuating whcth.e;l)eienf!_a~ls ~ reathed .! duty·~the111 r,OUrts ,fi'nds that t~r lS 
= = -

no neutral principle oy \vhich 1r c;,an arrive- at= tne.:t~nclusion. tti'at Defendants'l' brea~~ed a duty. 

Analysis of a brcacji of fiduciary duty would require this oour1·s-analys1s of hO\\t,,81shop Easterling 
- -=- -s 

~ ' 
and the Baltimore-Washington Conference 'came up wit_h The 500/4 pa ·. ment' req,wriement. The 

UMC has a judicial council th.al is capable of answering such a question, to which this court sheuld 

defer. Furthermore. as with the constructi\re fraud elaim, the PlaintifTs nave not provided tne 

factual basis for a Breach of Factual Basis claim. 

Defendants are entitled to summary judg,meJll on this claim. 

1 



Claim IX: .Bceach of Contract 

Plaintiffs argue ·th 1at Defendants' are i:n breacl1 of their contract~ whict1, ir1 this case, ,is the 
• I 

Discipline. for t\J\ro reasons: first, the provisions of 11 

2553 ,qf 1tn,e ;p1stip1l~ne· vio,ate t'he 'imp~,ied1 

duty, 0f_good faith and fair dealing by impo,sing the pay·mJ,nt ot~50%' of the assesseci value otthe 
I I I 

church propert)r on Plaintiffs, and second, Defendants breacl1ed their contract b1 mismanagjng, tl1~ 
jj 

conference peus·ion funds. which are now irnposed' or:ti'Plai,ntiffs. 
I II 

• 
I 

Agai11, tl1 is Court .finds that~1t1is Claim" shou]d be dism.issed und1er 1l1e Ec'cl,es,iastical 
I 

Abstention doctrine. Most rclcv.an,t here arc the \vords pf tq1e addcnd1um, to the Dfscip1!1ine i.1scff.
1 

Specifically, 1 2553.4 pro ides,in rolevanl part, thlat "fa]n_nu~I cohfetencc~ m~)' d~vel0.p additional -
• 

standard lcnns that arc not inconsi~tenl \\'ith tl\c sland1ard f$r of this paragraplftr." Thus~ a 

determination of \Vhether ~he· Defendants breached the .;tern1s of the ,tiif~ipline require , an 

interpretatio,n of ttle Discipline. 

As mentioned abo,1e,. civil cou~ sfiould have n0'llrJat1sdicfion ove1
~ cla!i:ms· ,:~t req1uire 

-~ --

involvement in churcl1 governance. See D.o'-t1ns, L r-r'Md. Apy. at 622. J-lere~ a:esolution of \v,bat
1 
is, -~ 

'~inconsistent ,vith the terms of${Jlie Dis.ciplinel1 fs a quest1on ofEhurch governance. The U~C is a 
- I 

body that is hrerarc_hical in nature. -The UMC is governed By thre~ 1brancne~: the General 
~ - !I 

Conference, the Council ofBishops, and the Judicial Council. The .Gent ral 0onfere.nce> usi'ng the 

authority vested in it by the Discipline, enacted 12501 of t.ne Discipline. Furt.her, the UMC has. 

the Judicial Council to interpret the Discipline. and other la\vs, and eccJesiastical rulings of the 

UM·C. This Court should not delve into resolving issues of what is inconsistent or consistent with 

the governing law of the UMC. 

This Court further finds that the remedies sought would require excessive interference \Vith 

church operations. 1·he United Methodist Church has a system of.church go~emance wherein the 



- I 

Discipline outlines the la"v, doctri1n_e, administration~ 0 1rganizationaJ wor.l<-, ~Nd pr~c;edures of The~ 

United Methodist Church. Furth,er, tl1e Getie_qil Gonference vested"1he' Baltin1oce Wi~shington
1 

Conference ,,rith the authori ty to estab,ish terms and conoilions b}' \:Vl11oh tli:saffiiiattJ1g~church~~, 
I I I 

must abide. The court tinds that tpere is no neutral pri:nci.pi1e b)r whibh it c~ detcrmine_\-.17hat is 
I 11 

consistent or inconsistent with the Discipline wilhout1re~~rencing and a~al~
11
zin&at1h.e Q 1i 1sciptine. 

11 
- 11 !,iii 

111 - '" 
church polrty, and doctrine as a ,vhole. A ruling fron1 this Court ,vould unco;Rstitu't'ionat1l5t,,Str1p 

1
the 

• 111 
-

United l\1ethodist Churcl, from, th.eir First Amendn1enn,rotections to d
1
ilheir organization bx 

• ~I 
I! I 

= 
their system of governance ,and rules. ~ 11 1111,

1 + 

= cc -- 1 I' - ~ i11 Im i11 

Therefore, Defendants are entitled to summary judgment in ttleir fa¥or ~n this claim. 
1111 iffiil I 

= 

ClaimX: Quiet Title I 11 

= 
= 11111

1 = 

--:.;, - =EL 'U ! .f t· ! 

Only one Plaintiff raises this clairn: Jhe Methodist 11Church4>f Cape S1J,. CJaire. S~e First 
• - ,I = 

- = .i' ~Ii II 
-

Am. Compl. at 40. This PIMntiff alleges that the dehom1national .. tnist ,has beV!-~
111
terminated ancI 

- I , - ii!ll iii' . rn1 i ;;;,,,;;, I 
i! -

seeks LO ha\'e title to property quiete<! in ~ts name. Tq prevail on I c11J\n lo quiet tit-Je p~operty, ffi~ 
Ill ~ - ., :_ . :;;" _cr lllml 

. I I Jii!l I" 

plaintiff must establish ·'both possession and leg~1 title~' to- the=propeny t,y ''cle-ar proof.', e,,rcer/· iui 
• j I' Ii 

,;s -

= I I l'I 

v. Schaffer, 126 Md. App, 237. 260 (1999). ln,11 sup~port 01 its claims, 1Plaithtiff 81ig1UCS and1 
' I ' 

- - - ~ I 
incorporates by reference the preceding arguments in support ~f keepin~.

1

tfi~ d.eclaratory jodgmenl 

claim. For the reasons sta<te<l in support of summary judgrQent on the declaratory judgment claim~ 
= 

this court also finds that the Defendants are entitled to swnmary judgment en tne quiet title claim. 
I 

Conclusion 

Defendants· Motion for Summary Judgment is granted. Cla.ims l, Ill~ IN, I~, and X a~e 

dismissed under the Ecclesiastical Abstention Doctrine andYor that there is no genuine dispute of 

• 

I ' 

1 
I 1111 i 

·" 

'' I 11111 



material fact st1pporting ll1e clai1ns. Claim V \\'as dist11i scd b} \'.3)' of l)laintins· stipulation:>. 

Said dismissal is hereb) accepted and adopted b) Lht: Colin as to all Defendar1ts for Clain1 \ '. 

/ 0 I 
Dute Judge l\1ichael ~1alonc 

Of tl1e Circuit Court for .-\nnc Antndcl Count) 
• 

16 
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1' 1-IE I\IIETH'OOlST CH URCH OF 
CAPE ST. CLAIRE, et al. 

Plai11tiffs 

= 

THE BAL rTh10RE ~ 'ASHfNG1~0 1N 
CONFER_ElSCE OFTIIE,UN 1ITED 
METliODIST CH_URCH, et<1I. 

Def ei1da11ts 

* * 

G: IRCUIT CTOURrf 

ITOR 

* 

UPON C'ONSIDERATlOi\T ot th,e11 Def~11dinn,~,s· ffi'~e11d1ed I;tfo1~~on fq~ s ,1,lt,i[llaJ~ 

Judgment, docketed February 29-= 2014 Plainti1rJs"1 O~posi1tjon 11obcke{(td ~ arch 111•4, 2024,. 

Defendants Repl)1 docketed Mn) 20, 2024. and 
1tl1e}N9:t1ce p~'~1u~plcmcnt::L l Authority iri '~

1
µp 'po~ 

- -
of Defendants An1cndcd i\11otionJor Summilry1 Ju<lgn;i·e.wt dqcketed JUI)' 15. 2024~ for the reasolns 

I ""' I I ~ ,j - =- '*1!t - .( ill!" I •• . 

stated in the accompan)'ltlg Memoranau,rn Opini9n, il,it JS, Lh1~1 lii11l th aay of o ,atober 2024, by the 

= === 

Circwt CoUil for Anne A rtf11gel Cqunt)l: Nlaf)rl,ano ,l1e._reb' : II 11 ii 

- - 1 II , 

ORDERED~ that~ the - Defen,dants - Amend~a ,,M0Qdnrii f0~~1 ,s ummarjT 
- - 11 •· , ,I ,, I rlifil 

r , 
II ..:: I jl 

GRANTED. Claims l. lil~lV. IX. and'X are 0.1 - l\ll f'SS~.O· ai\cl it11is f~rthoi 
~ - lfl '1 I II 

II = 

ORDERED, tt1at Clajm V i~ DISMISSE.1}11 pllcsugnt to
1 

Pl~int
1

~1ffs 
1

~pilla.iions whfc.h,.me 
- - I' 11 ' 

accepted and adopted b) tJ1is Co.urt. 

October 1 1. 2024 
• Date 

11 

Judge tvlicl,ael M alone 
Circuit Court for A1lne Arun1del Coun1ty 

• 

' -

11 

11,1 

" 
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