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Church Closing Resource Guide
              2025 Edition 



Contact Information
Southwest District— Kwang Song
Email—kwang.song@iaumc.org

Northwest District—Michel Lundula
Email—michele.lundula@iaumc.org

Southeast District—Brian Oliver
Email—Brian.oliver@iaumc.org

Northeast District—Scott Keele-Kober
Email—scott.keelekober@iaumc.org

Central District—Lilian Gallo Seagren 
Email—Lilian.seagren@iaumc.org

For Information on creating memorial gifts in honor of the church for camperships, scholarships, new and emerging ministry opportunities, disaster relief, and more, in consultation with your DS, contact the Iowa United Methodist Foundation.

Director – Katharine Yarnell
                 Email—Katharine.yarnell@iumf.org
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With Dignity and a Legacy
While it is not the desire of the Iowa Annual Conference or any local church to close, we do know there comes time in the life-cycle of a local church when it is time to have difficult conversations regarding decisions to close the church. Even the very first Christian churches that we read about in the New Testament did not last forever, but they baptized and discipled believers that went out and began new ministries in new places: their witness and legacy lives on through the ages to the church in the present day.

We believe that closing a church is not the end of the church’s ministry or legacy here in Iowa. Your local congregation has had a long and proud history of baptizing, confirming and forming disciples. Loved ones have been married and their lives have been celebrated in your sanctuary. You have fed multitudes out of your kitchen and fellowship hall. You have taught generations of children through vacation bible school, Sunday School, UMYF. Your UMW and UMM have reached out in learning, justice and mission. Your local church ministries over the years have changed your communities for the better. And we firmly believe the impact of your local congregation will continue to ripple out into the world and into the future because of the history of your faithfulness.  

Well done, good and faithful servants. 

This resource it meant to be a guide for your congregation as you walk through the logistics of closing your church, so that you can make the best decisions with dignity and to leave a legacy for the future. Our prayers, our hearts and our compassion are with you during this season, and we trust in the promise of resurrection – that we are not afraid of death – even the death of our local congregation, because we believe in a God that can work all things for the good. 

				The Appointive Cabinet
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The Process
1. Deciding to Close
2. Creating a RecoMmendation to close
3. The Charge ConferEnce 
4. Consent from District board of church location and building
5. Consent from the presiding Bishop and Cabinet 
6. The final worship service


deciding to Close

Many congregations decide to have this conversation once they have discovered their finances are unable to sustain them, or that they don’t have enough people attending worship services anymore, or enough people able to perform the basic ministry functions of keeping the church open. For each congregation the timing and reasons may be different, but once the church is more focused on staying alive and the stress of “keeping the ministry going” is more important than the joy of worshipping God or the energy and desire to make disciples for the transformation of the world, it is time to begin discerning next steps. 

Prior to deciding to close, your congregation may engage in a Paragraph 213 Study, which is a process outlined in ¶213 the 2020/2024 Book of Discipline for assessing local church potential. If you would like assistance in engaging in this type of study, your District Superintendent will be able to provide resources.

When your church leadership is ready, the Administrative Council, Church Council, or Single Board can make a proposal to begin the process of closing the church. If the proposal is affirmed with a 2/3 majority vote, the pastor of the church shall contact the District Superintendent, and email a copy of the minutes of the meeting. 

The pastor and the District Superintendent may then coordinate a time for a meeting between the DS and the leadership of the church to further explain the process, offer pastoral care and determine a mutual desired timeline. 









Creating a Recommendation To Close

Many churches agonize over what will happen to their building and the furnishings. We know this connection to the tangible places and things that signify spiritual memories is strong, and the grief over losing a connection to place and pew is real. Along with decisions about what to do with the property, the loss of community and where to worship are also difficult- who will pray with us now? Who will sing next to us on Sunday Mornings? Who will we call community now? 

The work of the leadership of the local church is to answer some of these questions and more in their recommendation to close. This Recommendation will be presented for a vote at the Charge Conference and to the District Board of Church and Location for their approval. 

Questions to be answered in the Recommendation to Close:

1. Date of the final Worship Service
2. Date of the final Close Date
3. Placement of Membership – Where will Church Memberships be transferred?
4. Recommendation for future use of the property
(Examples: Tear down and bury the church before the final date of closing and then sell the land, deed land and building to township trustees, sell land and building to a neighbor, sell to an individual within the church membership, sell to a registered non-profit, etc.). 

If there is no recommendation or more than one interested party in purchasing the property, the proposal can state that the “Charge Conference recommends that the property revert back to the Annual Conference Trustees to be sold.” 

Contact information for Interested Parties shall be included in the proposal, name, address, phone number and email address.

5. Decisions on contents within the church building: 
(Examples: memorials can go back to family members, church furnishings could be gifted to another congregation, hold an auction or sale to raise money to create a church memorial scholarship etc. NOTE: all items with United Methodist insignia or name must be gifted (cannot be sold) and must be removed from the building before the final close date)

6. Recommendation for disposal of remaining funds after paying final bills:
Provision to pay for the remaining apportionments for the year and any other years outstanding is the first priority. This is one of the ways your church will continue to impact ministries into the future. 
To discover how much apportionments are due for the current year and any unpaid apportionments due for previous years, please go to https://www.iaumc.org/10yearapportionmenthistorybychurch and type in the name of your church. A 10 year report is available to show how much has been paid and how much is owed for each year.

On the close date, liquid assets revert to the Annual Conference to be put to use as Legacy Funds to start new churches or to go into the Unfunded Pension Liability fund. 

Another option before the close of the church would be to make a legacy gift through the Iowa United Methodist Foundation to support the ministry(ies) of your choice. The Foundation has a list of funds from which your church can choose to support, which will continue to have a lasting impact on ministry far into the future.  

7. Plan for paying final bills and Closing Accounts
On or before the close date, the leadership of the church, in partnership with the treasurer, shall make a provision to have all bills paid and all accounts closed. 

On or before the close date, if there are no remaining liquid assets, all church checking and savings accounts shall be closed. 

On the close date, if liquid assets remain, then the accounts shall revert to the Annual Conference to be used for legacy funds. 

All seven questions must be discussed and the Proposed Recommendation to Close should be typed and emailed to the District Superintendent before a Church Conference will be scheduled. The Church Conference will be the body to vote to approve this Recommendation to Close.
















Sample Recommendation to Close proposal:

First Church UMC 
Final Worship Service: The final worship service will be August 29th, 2021 at 10:30am. The District Superintendent is invited to preside. 

Close Date: The close date will be September 15th, 2021. 

Membership: Church membership and records will be transferred to the John Wesley United Methodist Church. 

The Building and Land: On Sept. 15th, 2021, All property will be transferred back to the Iowa Annual Conference Trustees, as per the trust clause on that date. The charge conference recommends that Conference Trustees sell the property. Interested parties are

	Jane and John Asbury
	1245 Aldersgate St.
	Rural, IA 55555
	Email: Aburyrocks@email.com
	Cell: 129-450-7893 

The Furnishings: The Charge Conference recommends that any personal belongings be removed from the building before the final worship service on August 29th, 2021. The Charge Conference also recommends having a free will sale on Sept. 11th, for any other contents that folks may want to purchase. The funds from this sale will go with the remaining liquid assets to be donated as detailed below. Remaining furnishings within the building will be sold with the church.

Liquid Assets: The Charge Conference recommends that full 2021 year’s apportionments be paid, and any remaining liquid assets will be distributed to the Hispanic Ministries Fund, the Iowa Campership Fund and the Course of Study Fund held at the Iowa United Methodist Foundation. UMW funds will be distributed to the Iowa United Women in Faith conference board. 

Final Bills: Treasurer Susanna Wesley will pay any final bills or expenses that will be incurred between the final worship service on Aug. 29th, and Sept. 15th 2021. She will close the church checking account on or before Sept. 14th after disbursing the remaining assets.  

Closing Accounts: Trustee Chair P. Otterbein will call the local gas company to have the propane donated out of the tank and the propane tank removed. He will call the city to have the electricity and the water shut off at the building, and will ensure, with Susanna, that the accounts are paid and closed. 

P. Otterbein will call the local gas company to have the propane donated out of the tank and the propane tank removed. He will call the city to have the electricity and the water shut off at the building, and will ensure, with Susanna, that the accounts are paid and closed. 




THE SPECIAL CALLED CHURCH CONFERENCE 

· The Pastor or the Administrative Council Chair should email the District Superintendent the Proposed Recommendation to Close and request a Special Called Church Conference. 

· The District Superintendent will schedule the Special Church Conference in accordance with the 2020/2024 Book of Discipline, ¶246.7 and ¶246.4. According to ¶246.8 notice of time and place shall be given at least 10 days in advance by two or more methods. 

· It is a best practice to send a notification letter out to the membership of the church announcing 1) the Administrative Council’s proposed recommendations to close and 2) notice of the Special Church Conference. (sample letter below)

· Only members of the church who are present at the Special Church Conference are eligible to vote. As the vote to close a church is ultimately a property matter, per Iowa Law, members must also have attained the age of 18 to be eligible to vote. 

· Prior to the Special Church Conference, the Pastor should arrange for a church conference secretary to take minutes. The church conference secretary should have a copy of the Proposed Recommendation to Close to include in the minutes. 

· The Administrative Council Chair should be prepared to present the Proposed Recommendation to Close as a motion to the Special Church Conference. 

· The motion must pass by simple majority.

· The church conference secretary shall send the minutes of the church conference to the District Superintendent no later than one week after the Special Church Conference. 












SAMPLE LETTER TO MEMBERS NOTIFYING THEM OF THE 
SPECIAL CHURCH CONFERENCE



					Feb. 1, 2023

Dear Members and Friends of First Church UMC, 

After much prayer and discernment, the leadership of First United Methodist Church in Rural Iowa have determined that it is time for our beloved church to close. We have had a long and faithful ministry: countless lives have been changed, disciples have been made, people have been fed, children have played on our grounds and learned about God’s love, marriages have been forged at our alter, funerals have celebrated lives in our sanctuary. For 125 years it has been our privilege to fulfill our mission, by the grace of God, and now, by the grace of God, it is time for this church to come to rest. 

We will be having a Special Church Conference, presided by our District Superintendent Thomas Coke, on March 10th, 2023 at 6:30pm to vote on the Recommendation To Close that has been prepared by our Administrative Council and Board of Trustees. All are welcome to attend, but only church members who are over the age of 18 and are physically present are eligible to vote. 

We hold you and your family in prayer during this season, 


Ella Niswonger, Ad Council Chair
The Administrative Council of First United Methodist Church

George Whitfield , Trustee Chair
The Board of Trustees of First United Methodist Church

Rev. Anna H. Shaw
Rev. Anna Howard Shaw, Pastor











CONSENT FROM THE DISTRICT BOARD OF CHURCH LOCATION AND BUILDING AND CONSENT FROM THE BISHOP AND THE APPOINTIVE CABINET


After the District Superintendent has received a copy of the Special Church Conference Minutes, the DS will forward the minutes to the District Board of Church Location and Building for their amendments or consent. 

After the District Board of Church Location and Building have given their consent and sent the District Superintendent a copy of their meeting minutes, the DS will bring the Proposed Recommendation to close to the Bishop and the Cabinet for their consent.  

 































SAMPLE LETTER TO MEMBERS NOTIFYING THEM OF 
MEMBERSHIP TRANSFER



					March 15th, 2023


Dear Members of First United Methodist Church, 

On March 10, 2023, at the Special Church Conference, the motion to approve our Recommendation to Close was passed. Even while we are preparing for our beloved church to move through its final days, we know that Jesus still calls each one of us to continue in discipleship and ministry to the world.

We want to ensure that all of our members find a new church home to continue growing in love with God. 

On July 1, 2023, all membership records will be transferred to Wesley United Methodist Church in County Seat, IA, and all former members of First United Methodist Church will become members of Wesley United Methodist Church who are planning a service of welcome for all of us on Sunday July 15, 2023, at 10am. 

If you would like to have your membership transferred to a different church, please let Rev. Anna know and she will write a letter of membership transfer and send that to your new congregation. 

Rev. Anna will need your new Church Name, Pastor Name and Church Address no later than June 15th, 2023. After that, membership transfers will be done through the Pastor at Wesley United Methodist Church.

We are grateful to have walked this discipleship journey with each one of you as members of First United Methodist Church, and we know God will continue to watch and guide us as we continue growing as disciples with other congregations. 

God’s love and peace to you, 

Ella Niswonger, Ad Council Chair
The Administrative Council of First United Methodist Church

Rev. Anna H. Shaw
Rev. Anna Howard Shaw, Pastor





THE FINAL WOrSHIP SERVICE

The final worship service is the most important experience after a church decides to close. After all the decisions, letter writing, list-making, cleaning out closets and classrooms, organizing and the hard work of dispersing the furnishings, the worship service is the time to celebrate all that God has done through the life of your church, and all the love and joy the congregation has had for one another. 

Your District Superintendent, in consultation with your pastor, will craft a final worship service fitting your congregation. An order for the leave-taking of a church building and an order for disbanding a congregation in the United Methodist Book of Worship, pg. 648-650 can be used. 

Your congregation will want to select favorite hymns, be ready to share favorite memories, and invite former pastors to attend or send their blessings to the congregation in a form of a letter. 

Many congregations have chosen to turn church items into mementos for people to carry with them – some ideas that we have seen have been: 
· Pews have been cut down to make crosses for each family
· Fork tines have been turned into necklaces or spoons into rings to remember all the potlucks and dinners held at the church 
· Stained glass windows have been turned into Christmas ornaments 























SAMPLE LETTER TO MEMBERS INVITING THEM TO 
FINAL WORSHIP SERVICE 


					April 2, 2023


Dear Members and Friends of First United Methodist Church, 

On March 10, 2023, at the Special Church Conference, the motion to approve our Recommendation to Close was passed. 

We are inviting you and your family to our final worship service, which will be held June 25, 2023, at 10:30am at First United Methodist Church, Rural Iowa. Our final worship service will include singing our favorite hymns, hearing from former pastors, taking communion together one last time as this particular body of Christ and a time for sharing our favorite memories together. We will also be having a potluck in the fellowship hall after the worship service and we invite you to bring your favorite “church food” to share!

After the service, we also invite each family to take a hymnal or two as a memorial of the church. There will be a table of items that are also free to take that will be set up in the fellowship hall – please help us find homes for these treasures. 

Finally, if you haven’t already indicated where you would like your membership to be transferred, as of July 1, 2023 First United Methodist Church members will automatically become members at Wesley United Methodist Church, in County Seat, IA, where all of our membership records will be transferred. They are planning a service of welcome and care for all new members on July 15th at 10am and are delighted to have us join with them as disciples of Jesus changing the world. 


We look forward to sharing with you in this final celebration of the ministry of First United Methodist Church, 


Ella Niswonger, Ad Council Chair
The Administrative Council of First United Methodist Church

George Whitfield , Trustee Chair
The Board of Trustees of First United Methodist Church

Rev. Anna H. Shaw
Rev. Anna Howard Shaw, Pastor


INFORMATION THAT NEEDS TO BE GATHERED BY THE LOCAL CHURCH AND RETURNED TO THE DS 

General Information
Legal Name of Church:				
· Church Physical Address:			
· Estimated Square Footage:			
· County: 				
· Year of Building Construction:				
· Church Mailing Address:				
· Parsonage Physical Address: 				
· Estimated Square Footage:				
· County:					
· Year of Parsonage Construction:				
·  Is Parsonage Currently Rented?				
· Yes ☐		No ☐
· If yes:
· What is the end date of the current lease? 
· What is the length of notice required by the lease? 

Local Church Trustee Chair at Closing:					
· Email Address:				
· Phone:						

Does Local Trustee Committee still exist? 					Yes ☐		No ☐
· If so, who is the current Chair?				
· Email Address:				
· Phone:					

Legal Description of ALL Church property:	

Existence/Location of abstract for all Church property:

Is there a Cemetery associated with the Church? 		
	Yes ☐		No ☐
· If yes, provide information:							
Is there a prospective transferee (buyer) of the church property?	
Yes ☐		No ☐
· If yes, provide the following information on the Transferee:
· Purchase price, if any:				
· Name:					
· Address:
· Phone:					
· E-mail:					
· Social Security Number:				
· Attorney Name:					
· Attorney Phone:					
· Attorney Email:				

Is there a Realtor involved with this property?			
	Yes ☐	No ☐
· If yes, 
· Name:					 
· Phone:				
· Email:											 
To comply with Iowa Groundwater Hazard Reporting requirements, provide information concerning any of the following on the church property: 
· Wells							Yes ☐		No ☐
· Solid Waste Disposal Sites					Yes ☐		No ☐
· Hazardous Wastes						Yes ☐		No ☐
· Underground Storage Tanks					Yes ☐		No ☐
· Private Burial Sites						Yes ☐		No ☐
· Private Sewage Disposal Systems					Yes ☐		No ☐
If “Yes” to any of the above, please provide details here: 

Are there loans outstanding?  					
Yes ☐		No ☐
· If yes:
· Who?					
· What?					
· Where?

Have all gifts held in trust been reviewed and passed? (BOD 2020/2024 ¶2549.6)	
Yes ☐	No ☐








TRANSITION CHECKLIST TO BE FILLED OUT AND RETURNED TO DS

Local person responsible for providing ongoing maintenance/inspection of property during transition:

· Individual in possession of key and assigned to check on unoccupied building	
· Name				
· Phone Number:					
· Email Address:				

Utilities:
· Electricity/Gas
· Shut off				
· By whom?				
                     Phone Number:					

· Water Shut off/pipes drained?	
· By whom?					
· Phone number:					

Property Insurance
· Name of Company:					
· Phone Number:							
Mail is being forwarded to:			
· Name: 						
· Address:								
Who is responsible for paying outstanding bills?
· Name:					
· Phone Number:					
· Email Address:									
Removal of all UM and Christian Symbols
· Who:					
· When:				

Balances of all church accounts if any left at close date:
· General:				
· Sunday School Accounts:			
· Memorial Funds:				
· Endowment Funds:				
· UMYF:						
· UMM:					
· Other (please identify fund):				
· Other (please identify fund):				
· Other (please identify fund):				

Financial accounts:
☐ Closed					
· By whom?					
· Name:					
· Phone number:

Inventory of all property at Closing  
· By whom?
· Name(s):					
· Date completed:						

 Contents of lockbox and/or cornerstone:
· Transferred to AC Treasurer’s Office:				

Transfer of Church Membership (2020/2024 BoD ¶229):	
· Name of new church:	
· Records transferred to new church:		
· Notification Sent to Members: 					

























BUILDING INFORMATION REQUIRED TO BE RETURNED TO THE DS 
(For Conference Insurance Purposes)

Church Name: 		 Street Address: 			 City: 	 Zip Code 		


** Include a diagram of the church and at least two current color pictures **


Type of building:		(Sanctuary, Fellowship Hall, Education Wing, Parsonage, etc.) 
Is the building Vacant? 	
Number of stories: 	 
Construction type: 	(Frame, JM, MNC, Fire Resistive) 
Square footage above ground: 		 (Indicate if square footage shown is per story or total) 
Square footage of basement: 		 % finished: 		 Occupancy of basement: 	
Type of A/C:	(central, window, none) Type of Heat:		(steam, forced air, etc) 
Year built: 		 Number of elevators:		
Sprinklers:	

Does the church have stained glass windows? 		
Age of Roof 	 Roof height______________	
Does the church have an organ? 	

Date of building updates: Heat 	 ; Air 	; 
Plumbing 	 Roof 	; Electrical 		

Describe other unusual or notable items:






** If there are multiple sections /additions in the church, please complete above information for each section *
2020/2024 Book of Discipline 
¶ 2549. Disposition of Property of a Closed Local Church—
1. Except as provided in ¶ 2549.3, the district superintendent may, pursuant to this paragraph, recommend the closure of a local church, upon a finding that:
a) The local church no longer serves the purpose for which it was organized or incorporated (¶¶ 201-204); or
b) The local church property is no longer used, kept, or maintained by its membership as a place of divine worship of The United Methodist Church.
2. Procedure— 
a) Prior to a recommendation to close a local church, the district superintendent shall:
(1) Guide the congregation in an assessment of its potential as outlined in ¶ 213, in consultation with the appropriate agency assigned the responsibility of the conference parish and community development strategy;
(2) Obtain and consider an opinion of legal counsel as to the existence of any reversion, possibility of reverter, right of reacquisition, or similar restrictions to the benefit of any party;
(3) Develop, in consultation with the appropriate district board of church location and building, a plan for the future use of all the real and personal, tangible and intangible property of the local church; and
(4) Develop a plan for the transfer of the membership of the local church (¶ 229).
b) Upon a recommendation by the district superintendent, and with the consent of the presiding bishop, a majority of the district superintendents, and the appropriate district board of church location and building, the annual conference may declare a local church closed. In the alternative, the annual conference may declare a local church closed in response to a petition submitted jointly by the local church’s church council, appointed or assigned pastor in charge, and at least one of its lay members of the annual conference. If the annual conference closes a local church, title to all the real and personal, tangible and intangible property of the local church shall immediately vest in the annual conference board of trustees, who shall hold said property in trust for the benefit of the annual conference.
c) The annual conference board of trustees may retain, sell, lease, or otherwise dispose of the property of a closed local church in accordance with the direction of the annual conference, if any. It shall be the duty of the annual conference board of trustees to remove, insofar as reasonably practicable or necessary, all Christian and United Methodist insignia and symbols from such property. In the event of loss, damage to, or destruction of such local church property, the annual conference board of trustees, as the duly and legally authorized representative of such local church, is authorized to make a claim for, and collect on, any applicable insurance policies. If the annual conference board of trustees sells or leases the property, consideration should be given to selling or leasing the property to one of the other denominations represented in the Pan-Methodist Commission.
d) If the annual conference closes any local church, the failure to complete any of the prior steps will not invalidate such closure. 
3. In the alternative the Church Council, or the equivalent administrative or program body of a local church, may propose to the annual conference with which it is associated that the local church be closed. Such a proposal may be presented to the annual conference by petition as provided by the annual conference, or by motion at a session of the annual conference from a lay member of the annual conference from that church or another church that is part of the same charge. When this alternative procedure is followed, ¶2549.2.d) applies.
4. Ad Interim Procedures—
a) At any time between sessions of annual conference, a local church may voluntarily transfer title to all its real and personal, tangible and intangible property to the annual conference board of trustees following the procedures set forth in ¶ 2540 or ¶ 2541. In such case, the annual conference board of trustees shall hold or dispose of such property in its sole discretion, subject to any standing rule of the annual conference. When it next meets, the annual conference shall decide whether to formally close the local church.
b) At any time between sessions of annual conference, if the presiding bishop, the majority of the district superintendents, and the appropriate district board of church location and building all consent, they may, in their sole discretion, declare that exigent circumstances exist that require immediate protection of the local church’s property, for the benefit of the denomination. In such case, title to all the real and personal, tangible and intangible property of the local church shall immediately vest in the annual conference board of trustees who may hold or dispose of such property in its sole discretion, subject to any standing rule of the annual conference. Exigent circumstances include, but are not limited to, situations where a local church no longer serves the purpose for which it was organized or incorporated (¶¶ 201- 204) or where the local church property is no longer used, kept, or maintained by its membership as a place of divine worship of The United Methodist Church. When it next meets, the annual conference shall decide whether to formally close the local church.
5. All the deeds, records, and other official and legal papers, including the contents of the cornerstone, of a closed local church shall be collected by the district superintendent and shall be deposited for permanent safekeeping with the annual conference commission on archives and history.
6. The annual conference board of trustees shall review all gifts held in trust, assets of any endowment funds, and assets of any foundation of the closed local church. The annual conference board of trustees shall dispose of the property in its discretion, unless otherwise directed by the annual conference or as required by law. 
7. Any gift, legacy, devise, annuity, or other benefit that accrues to a closed local church shall become the property of the annual conference board of trustees. The annual conference board of trustees shall dispose of the property in its discretion, unless otherwise directed by the annual conference or as required by law.
8. If a local church in an urban center with more than 50,000 population is closed, any proceeds of the sale of its property must be used for new and/or existing ministries within urban transitional communities, as described in ¶ 212. If a local church in a non-urban center is closed, any proceeds of the sale of its property may be used for new churches, new faith communities, new missional initiatives, relocating churches, churches building multi-campus facilities for the purpose of evangelistic church extension, or an organization that is a nonprofit and has values consistent with The United Methodist Church’s values and is consistent with our Wesleyan heritage, theology, and United Methodist polity. In addition, the proceeds may be used to revitalize or enhance church ministry, or be given to an organization that is a vetted nonprofit and has values consistent with The United Methodist Church’s values and is consistent with our Wesleyan heritage, theology, and United Methodist polity. In addition, the proceeds may be used to embrace or continue the work and vision of ministry with the poor in the community.
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