
Michigan District: A Study in Polity and Values 
 

Background 

It is difficult not to be swept away by the beauty of Michigan. The state, whose name is derived 
from an Ojibwe word meaning “large water,” is composed of two peninsulas that touch four of 
the five of the Great Lakes. Lush forests, sandy lakeshores, clear water and plenty of hidden 
roads lure tourists, photographers, writers and sports enthusiasts to the state every season. 
Huge concrete remains from the US automobile industry dot many of the larger cities, a 
reminder of an era of great prosperity and growth that is now severely diminished. An air of 
independence, pride, struggle, loyalty, suspicion of outsiders, and a deep love of the outdoors 
permeates the state. 

The Michigan District of the Church of the Brethren reflects many of these same values. A small 
district of just 21 congregations, the district has overlapping families among its congregations, a 
strong commitment to its camping program and an informal style to its meetings. The district 
has struggled over the years with the theological diversity of its congregations.  

Interestingly, the Michigan District was the first to license and ordain an openly gay man, Matt 
Smucker, in the 1990’s. The district board rescinded its decision following a pointed visit from 
denominational leaders who were responding to conservative outrage at the decision.  

Of surprise to many, the agenda of the 2017 Michigan District Conference included a proposal 
from seven of its member congregations to form their own new district. The congregations had 
been secretly meeting for over a year and had developed a statement of faith that each 
congregation had to affirm in order to be a part of this proposed district. They felt unable to 
remain in fellowship with other congregations within the Michigan District, ostensibly because 
of differences related to Biblical inerrancy and interpretation, but more practically because of 
intolerance towards the inclusion of lgbtq affirming congregations within the district. After a 
painful discussion at the District Conference, the proposal passed. 

The “new” district was prepared to seat a Standing Committee delegate and formally disengage 
from the Michigan District. However, Annual Conference officers and the Leadership Team of 
the COB stepped in. They noted that COB polity specifically forms districts according to 
geography and not ideology. They offered three possibilities for the seven congregations: 

a) Remain in the current district and find ways to work things out. 

b) Appeal their decision to Standing Committee. 

c) Prepare a query through the Michigan District Conference to ask Annual Conference whether 
denominational polity should be changed. 

 



Analyses  

Polity refers to the ways a society governs and organizes itself. Good polity reflects the values 
and understandings of what makes for good and right relationships among people and enables 
them to carry out their mission and vision responsibly and effectively. As the 2016 Polity 
Manual of the Church of the Brethren notes, “Organizational patterns are neither intrinsically 
sacred nor unimportant. They are measured by their faithfulness to that purpose of God which 
was set forth in Christ ‘as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in him, things in 
heaven and things on earth’” (Ephesians 1:10). 

Polity also is not neutral. It carries assumptions about how life should be organized and who 
and what is most important. Through its rules, structures, and policies, it privileges some and 
disempowers others. Current Church of the Brethren polity organizes districts around 
geography and holds congregational property deeds at the district level. This reflects a theology 
of relationship that understands the district as a community that trusts and cares for the well-
being of one another. By making it costly for congregations to leave, COB polity encourages 
congregations and districts to work out their differences and preserve relationships. It reflects 
an optimism about our ability to peacefully resolve tensions and remain together. At its best, it 
encourages conversation, mutual respect, and tolerance for diversity of thought and practice. 
When misused, it can move toward a coercive conformity. Overall, however, our Brethren 
polity reflects a commitment to community, to the pursuit of unity in Christ, and to the work 
that we do together.  Districts are constructed by geography in order to facilitate these 
relationships, with the awareness that geographic proximity makes it easier to tend to mutual 
projects that uplift the church and expand its witness within the larger community. 

Polity can also be used to pursue interests that were not intended by the polity itself. The 
decision in Michigan to form an ideological district is troubling because it violates the values 
and ideals of polity related to districts, congregations and our relationship with one another. It 
is important to note that the reason the seven congregations elected to leave is not that their 
pastors have been threatened, or that their members have been denied opportunities for 
leadership and service, or that they have been excluded from district events or positions. 
Rather, the decision to leave occurred because the thought of being in relationship with some of 
the other congregations in the district was so abhorrent that they felt they needed to separate 
themselves for their own purity and well-being. While the seven congregations assert that they 
want to remain part of the Church of the Brethren denomination, this seems difficult when they 
hold some Brethren congregations in such low regard that they are unwilling to even be in the 
same district with them.  

While a proclivity towards purity exists within Brethren history, it has rarely reflected our finest 
hours. Purity demands conformity and often comes at a great cost to anyone who does not fit 
into, or challenges, its prescribed boundaries.  The preservation of purity requires policing and 
is usually accompanied by creedal proclamations that are actively enforced. It often fosters an 



attitude of suspicion and mistrust, particularly towards those on the “outside.” The process by 
which the proposal to form a new district was developed and brought to the Michigan District 
reflects these types of dynamics. 
 

Recommendations 

The most serious and harshest fights within Districts have generally come over issues of 
property, an issue that is certainly lurking in the background in the Michigan District. It may be 
that the time has come to reassess the value of a polity where Districts hold congregational 
deeds and a disproportionate amount of power over congregations. Thousands of dollars have 
gone to legal fees as congregations attempt to wrest properties away from districts. Countless 
hours have been spent plotting strategies and responses. Many relationships have been 
viciously, even violently, broken.  For many congregations, the only thing connecting them to a 
COB district is their property, thus fueling very vocal feelings of hostility, resentment and ill 
will. It is very tempting in such cases to quietly cede the property to the congregation and hope 
that the tension ends. This is ill advised. 

Our current practices reinforce a winner-take-all mentality that can quickly become very 
combative, costly, and leave the “loser” feeling resentful and bitter. In matters of relational 
rupture and division, civil society has dealt with this by affirming a no fault divorce that tends to 
the needs of all parties. The church might consider this as it responds to these contentious times 
and attempts to deal justly with congregations desiring to leave the denomination.  

For example, one possibility might be for Districts to continue to hold property deeds, thus 
affirming a theology of relationship and trust, but also establish a healthy and extensive process 
of discernment in the event an overwhelming percentage of the congregation expresses a desire 
to leave. Should the discernment lead to severing the relationship, then an independent 
financial appraisement of the property could be conducted, with the district and congregation 
each allotted a percentage of the appraised asset. Negotiations regarding the specifics of the 
building can continue from there. This approach is helpful for many reasons: it acknowledges 
the value of the district relationship and work over many decades, avoids rewarding charlatans 
who may be seeking personal gain, respects congregational decision-making and integrity, and 
recognizes that sometimes relationships are irreconcilably broken. It affords all parties a sense 
of dignity, respect, and fairness. All share a certain amount of risk and gain.  

It is important that the discontented congregation act as the initiating partner in any process of 
leaving a district. Should polity change to allow districts to expel a congregation against its will, 
barring extraordinary circumstances, that congregation should automatically retain all of its 
property. This makes it unprofitable for a district to misuse its power. 

 
 



Conclusions 

The Michigan District has long struggled with theological differences among its member 
congregations. Such a struggle can grow quite wearisome over time, particularly if a group feels 
that their faith and spiritual values are compromised by the relationship. Surely, there are times 
when dialogue does more harm than good, and the seven congregations in Michigan may very 
well feel that their only recourse is to separate.  

In the midst of the tremendous anxiety generated by actions or threats to separate, it is tempting 
to focus solely upon the discontented parties who are choosing to leave, and to do everything 
possible to stop their departure. This focus proves counter-productive and often reinforces 
unhelpful behaviors. Instead, we encourage attention to the needs and feelings of the remaining 
congregations, particularly those congregations most criticized, who in spite of the challenges 
are still willing and able to exist within a diverse district and claim one another as sister and 
brother.  

Our Brethren forbearers were wise to insist upon geographical districts. Splitting into 
ideological districts might feel more comfortable and safe for the short term. It may seem like an 
easy fix to the problems that beset us. However, resorting to ideological districts will only 
exacerbate polarities and divisions in the end.  

Uncomfortable with conflict and paralyzed by fear, the church has too often taken the easy way 
out, with damaging consequences. Supporting the establishment of an ideological district in 
Michigan might seem like the best solution for a denomination weary of theological differences, 
but it sets a bad precedence that invites bigger problems in the future. It violates COB polity, 
and more significantly, violates the values and principles of community, forbearance, trust and 
affection that have characterized the Church of the Brethren movement. For these reasons, the 
denomination should vigorously reject requests to form new theological districts. If we cannot 
manage to live with and respect one another in our congregations and districts, how can we 
ever expect to come together at Annual Conference and do the work of the larger church? More 
significantly, how can we offer a message of healing and love to a world already torn apart by 
religious contention and struggle? 
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