Basics of General Conference


What: The authoritative body of the United Methodist Church, makes decisions for the mission, doctrine, and discipline of the connection.  Primarily it amends the Book of Discipline and Book of Resolutions.
When and Where: Every four years in the months of April-May, switching between the US Jurisdictions every quadrennial.  This year it is being held in Fort Worth, TX April 23 - May 3.
Who: There are 992 delegates from around the world – half lay and half clergy elected by each annual conference.
Interesting Facts:
· Only 40 delegates to General Conference will come from the Western Jurisdiction

· 25% of the delegates are from outside of the United States

· This General Conference is three days shorter, with the same number of petitions

· For the first time, there will be a Young People’s Address at this General Conference
· Any member of the UMC can write Petitions to General Conference

· Projected Cost of General Conference is $6.6 Million 
· Daily translation into: German, French, Portuguese, Swahili, Spanish, Russian, and Korean

Process:

· Once all of the petitions come, they are printed up, translated, and mailed out to delegates in the Advanced Daily Christian Advocate

· There are 13 legislative committees that split up the work that are able to amend the petition in any way they wish, adopt it, reject it, or refer it.  

· Those with fewer than 10 negative votes (for adoption, rejection, or referral) are placed on the “consent calendar” – it requires 20 delegate signatures to remove an item from the consent calendar.

· All financial matters must also pass through the General Council on Finance and Administration
· Finally, all matters come before the plenary session of General Conference, either through omnibus motions such as the consent calendar or individually, if the issue is questionable.
· Most items require a mere majority, but certain items (such as a constitutional amendment) require significantly more support in order to pass.  

New Emphasis on Mission: Leadership from the Council of Bishops and the Connectional table have led to two different emphasis that will get significant time at General Conference.  They are the Four Calls to Action and the Seven Vision Pathways.  While there is overlap, these efforts are unparalleled renewal efforts by the leaders of the UMC.
· Seven Vision Pathways

· New Church Development
· Transforming Existing Congregations

· Racial/Ethnic Ministries

· Leadership Development

· Reaching Children

· Eliminating Poverty

· Teaching the Wesleyan Model of Disciple-making

· Four Calls to Action
· Develop New Leaders


· Build Congregations

· Partner with the Poor

· Combat Preventable Diseases

Five Unique Major Issues before this General Conference: 
· Global Nature of the Church – The Council of Bishops and the Connectional Table have proposed changes to the structure of the church.  Their basic proposals are as follows: 
· Changes the terminology of Central Conferences to Regional Conferences
· Allows for a future General Conference to create a United States Regional Conference
· Provides for a continued study to report back in 2012.
· Apportionments – While the UMC continually struggles over the amount and percentage of apportionments, this year is especially contentious as members of the Florida delegation have claimed that the boards and agencies have over 1 billion dollars in reserves.  While the agencies have claimed that this is an overstatement, the situation remains unsolved.
· Decision 1032 – This ruling by the Judicial Council was in response to a situation in Virginia where a senior pastor refused membership to a person in a homosexual relationship.  The Bishop intervened, ordering the pastor to accept this person into membership.  All Episcopal rulings of law are automatically sent to the Judicial Council, and the Judicial Council overruled the Bishop stating that the pastor has the right to determine membership qualifications.  It should be noted that the situation has since been resolved, as the Bishop moved the Sr. Pastor and the new Sr. Pastor accepted the individual in question into membership in the church.
· Needless to say, this situation has provoked significant debate in the church as to the power of the pastor, the power of the Episcopacy, and the quality of the ruling by the Judicial Council.
· Around 100 petitions have been filed with the General Conference, attempting to correct the situation.  It is unclear if any of these petitions will sufficiently solve the situation.
· Ministry Study – Bishop Willimon, former Dean of Duke Chapel, has chaired a Ministry Study Committee that proposes multiple changes to ordained ministry after four more years of study.  Even though the committee recommends a moratorium on changes at this General Conference, a small group have decided to push forward two large recommendations: 
· Streamline the process of ordination, reducing the probationary period from three years to two and allowing Annual Conferences to adjust the process to their own needs. 
· Separate ordination and conference membership, allowing the multitudes of local pastors to be ordained and for seminary students to be ordained just before or after their third year and eliminating the concept of commissioning.  
· Women’s Division – The Women’s division is technically within the Board of Global Ministries, but it has its own source of funding and is in some senses disconnected from the governance of the larger UMC.  More conservative caucuses (such as RENEW, the women’s section of Good News) are pushing to reduce the autonomy and hegemony of this organization at all levels of the church.  
