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THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH 

The formal structure of the United Methodist religious denomination is embodied in its 

Constitution, which outlines a basic federal system of government. Following the Preamble, 

which defines the theological thrust of the Church, is the body of the Constitution, which 

embraces five separate divisions. “Division Two-Organization”
1
 is the primary concern of this 

section. 

The organization of the denomination is patterned much in the manner of the United 

States government. It consists of an alliance of several sovereign entities into a union. The 

entities retain sovereignty with respect to the administration of purely local concerns, while an 

overriding legislative body deals with affairs of more general concern to the entire denomination. 

A unique system of checks and balances has been achieved via the establishment of executive 

and judicial organizations. The General Conference acts as the legislature, the Council of 

Bishops and the general agencies act as the executive branch, and the Judicial Council acts as the 

judiciary. 

The United Methodist Church is a connectional structure maintained through its chain of 

conferences.
2
  The organization outlined in the Constitution specifically details the “conference” 

system of government.  The conference arrangement (i.e., General Conference, jurisdictional 

conferences and central conferences, annual conferences, district conferences, charge 

conferences, and church conferences) has provided the denomination with a representative 

democratic framework within which the mandates contained in the Discipline and the 

Constitution are administered. 

 The United Methodist Church, as a denominational whole, does not have legal capacities 

and attributes.
3
  This concept can be misunderstood, misinterpreted, or misused in the secular 

legal world.  The Discipline states: 

Affirming the spiritual dimensions of the ministry of all Christians, as proclaimed 

in ¶¶ 120-143 of this Book of Discipline, it is recognized that this ministry exists 

in the secular world and that civil authorities may seek legal definition predicated 

on the nature of The United Methodist Church in seeking fulfillment of this 

ministry.  Accordingly, it is appropriate that the meaning of “The United 

Methodist Church,” “the general Church,” “the entire Church,” and “the Church” 

as used in the Book of Discipline should now be stated consistently with the 

traditional self-understanding of United Methodists as to the meaning of these 

words. 

 

                                                 
1
 ¶¶ 8-44. 

2
 The Book of Discipline, p. 351. 

3
 ¶ 141. 
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These terms refer to the overall denomination and connectional relation and 

identity of its many local churches, the various conferences and their respective 

councils, boards, and agencies, and other Church units, which collectively 

constitute the religious system known as United Methodism.  Under the 

Constitution and disciplinary procedures set forth in this Book of Discipline, “The 

United Methodist Church” as a denominational whole is not an entity, nor does it 

possess legal capacities and attributes.  It does not and cannot hold title to 

property, nor does it have any officer, agent, employee, office, or location.  

Conferences, councils, boards, agencies, local churches, and other units bearing 

the name “United Methodist” are, for the most part, legal entities capable of suing 

and being sued and possessed of legal capacities.
4
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GENERAL CONFERENCE 

Despite the limitations of the Restrictive Rules and the specific grants of authority to 

other church bodies in the Constitution, the General Conference
5
 is the singularly most powerful 

and representative body in The United Methodist Church.  As the central legislative body of the 

Church, it is “composed of not less than 600 nor more than 1,000 delegates, one half of whom 

shall be clergy and one half lay members, to be elected by the annual conferences.”
6
  The 

General Conference is given “full legislative power over all matters distinctively connectional.”
7
  

Paragraph 16 enumerates its specific powers.   

Under the Constitution, the exclusive right to speak officially for the entire denomination 

has been reserved to the General Conference:
8
 

Any individual member called to testify before a legislative body to represent The 

United Methodist Church shall be allowed to do so only by reading, without 

elaboration, the resolutions and positions adopted by the General Conference of 

The United Methodist Church.
9
 

All members of the General Conference are elected by the annual conferences and the 

missionary conferences.  The bishops preside over, but are not members of, the General 

Conference.
10

  Each annual conference is entitled to at least one clergy and one lay delegate.  

The ratio of representation
11

 is computed by using two factors:  (1) the number of clergy 

members and (2) the number of church members of the annual or missionary conference.
12

 

The General Conference may recommend amendments to the Constitution upon a two-

thirds majority of the members present and voting.
13

  The amendment is not effective unless it is 

ratified by two-thirds of the members of the annual conferences.
14

  Amendments to the first and 

second Restrictive Rules require a three-fourths majority.
15

  Proposed amendments may originate 

in either the General Conference or the annual conferences.
16

  Changes to the Constitution may 

also be proposed by a majority vote of a jurisdictional conference.
17

 

                                                 
5
 The General Conference is discussed at length in the Discipline at ¶¶ 13-16, 501-511. 

6
 ¶13.1. 

7
 ¶ 16. 

8
 ¶ 509.1. 

9
 ¶ 509.2. 

10
 ¶ 503. 

11
 ¶ 15. 

12
 ¶ 502.2. 

13
 ¶ 59. 

14
 Id. 

15
 Id. 

16
 ¶ 60. 

17
 ¶ 61. 
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The most significant constitutional limitations placed on the General Conference are the 

Restrictive Rules.
18

  These Rules bar General Conference action that would revoke, alter, or 

change the Articles of Religion, the Confession of Faith, or the governmental system embodied 

in the itinerant general superintendency (episcopacy).  The Rules also prevent the General 

Conference from removing the right to trial and appeal. 

The legislative acts of the General Conference are subject to interpretation, by the 

Judicial Council, as to their constitutionality.
19

  The general agencies, the Council of Bishops, 

and other administrative units execute the General Conference legislation on both domestic and 

international levels. 
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 ¶¶ 17-22. 
19

 ¶ 56.1. 
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JURISDICTIONAL CONFERENCES 

Jurisdictional conferences were created in 1939 when The Methodist Church was formed 

by the unification of three branches of Methodism: The Methodist Episcopal Church, The 

Methodist Episcopal Church, South, and The Methodist Protestant Church.  The Constitution 

provides for the existence of these conferences.
20

  The five jurisdictional conferences – North 

Central, Northeastern, South Central, Southeastern, and Western – are structured geographically. 

 Paragraphs 512-37 enumerate specific organizational and administrative details 

concerning jurisdictional conferences and jurisdictional agencies.  Jurisdictional conferences:  

elect bishops, members of general agencies, and members of jurisdictional committees and 

agencies that the jurisdiction has established as auxiliary to the general agencies of the 

denomination; determine the boundaries of their annual conferences; make rules and regulations 

for the work of the Church within the jurisdiction; and appoint a committee on appeals to hear 

and determine the appeal of a traveling preacher of that jurisdiction from the decision of a trial 

committee. 

The Discipline provides very little guidance on the funding and organization of these 

jurisdictional conferences. 
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 ¶ 9, see also ¶¶ 23-27. 
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CENTRAL CONFERENCES 

Central conferences are located outside of the United States and are analogous to 

jurisdictional conferences. Central conferences are established by a two-thirds vote of the 

General Conference and consist of annual conferences, provisional annual conferences, 

missionary conferences, mission conferences, and missions in territories outside of the United 

States.
21

 Paragraphs 540-48 enumerate the organization and powers of the central conferences.  

Central conferences, via an enabling act of the General Conference, can be authorized to elect 

bishops.
22

 Central conferences operate in a less structured environment than jurisdictional 

conferences, owing to the special needs of the Church in countries and cultures outside the 

United States.
23
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 ¶ 540.1. 
22

 ¶ 543.2 
23

 See ¶ 543.7. 
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ANNUAL CONFERENCES 

 The annual conference is “the fundamental bod[y] of the Church”
24

 and is central to its 

connectional organization. An annual conference bears administrative responsibilities for the 

work of the denomination in a specific geographic area. The relationship of the annual 

conferences to the General Conference is roughly analogous to the relationship of individual 

states to the United States, with each annual conference being a sovereign entity within the larger 

General Conference. The key powers which annual conferences possess include: 

1. The right to vote on all Constitutional amendments. 

2. The right to elect clergy and lay delegates to the General and 

jurisdictional or central conferences. 

3. The right (reserved to certain clergy members of the annual 

conference and lay members of the conference board of ordained 

ministry) to vote on all matters relating to ordination, character and 

conference relations of clergy. 

4. The power to exercise all of the rights that have not been delegated 

to the General Conference under the Constitution.
25

 

Paragraph 32 outlines the membership of the annual conferences. 

Voting rights within an annual conference are determined according to the status of the 

conference member.  Clergy members in full connection have the right to vote on all matters in 

the annual conference, except the election of lay delegates to the General Conference and 

jurisdictional conference, and are given full responsibility for all matters of ordination, character, 

and conference relations of clergy.
26

 Other clergy members have more limited voting rights.
27

 

Lay members have the right to vote on all matters except those related to ordination, character, 

and conference relations of clergy or election of clergy delegates to General or jurisdictional 

conferences, except that lay members of the Board of Ordained Ministry and the Committee on 

Investigation have the right to vote on matters of ordination, character, and conference relations 

of clergy.
28

 

The bishop oversees the management of annual conference business and makes the 

annual appointments of ministerial members of the conference, in accordance with the 

                                                 
24

 ¶ 11. 
25

 ¶ 33. 
26

 ¶602.1a. 
27

 See ¶ 602.1b-d. 
28

 ¶¶ 33, 35, 602.6. EDITOR’S NOTE: Paragraph 33 gives lay members of a committee on investigation the right to 

vote when the respondent is clergy; however, legislation adopted by the 2012 General Conference eliminates the 

committee on investigation for clergy members, which had been the only instance where laypersons were given the 

right to vote. 
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Discipline.
29

 The bishop decides all questions of law, which must be presented in writing during 

the regular business sessions of an annual, jurisdictional, or central conference.
30

 The decisions 

must be recorded in the journal of the conference, reported in writing annually to the Judicial 

Council, and will not be authoritative until affirmed by the Judicial Council.
31

 

 

1.  Powers and Duties. 

 Paragraph 604 spells out the powers and duties of the annual conference. The annual 

conference is permitted to adopt internal rules and regulations for operation, provided that these 

rules are not in conflict with the Discipline. Annual conferences cannot financially obligate any 

other organizational unit of the Church.
32

 Other powers and duties relate to clergy membership 

within the annual conference. Annual conferences control who may be admitted into clergy 

membership and have the power to inquire into a member’s moral and official conduct and to 

take appropriate disciplinary and administrative action.   

Annual conferences also have certain powers and duties relating to local churches, 

including:  to inquire into the financial status of local churches; to require explanations, from the 

pastor and annual conference lay member, of local church deficits; and to provide counsel to 

local churches to assist in resolving deficits. Annual conferences monitor the membership status 

of local churches and give appropriate recognition to any newly organized churches. 

In relation to participation in economic boycotts, annual conferences are required to 

follow the boycott guidelines in The Book of Resolutions. They are expressly forbidden to 

initiate, empower, or join boycotts in the name of The United Methodist Church, as that power is 

reserved exclusively to the General Conference.   

The administrative functions of an annual conference may be carried out through several 

agencies. The annual conference must structure these agencies and ministries, and any related 

administrative procedures, in a way that furthers the purpose of annual conferences, as described 

in ¶ 601.
33

 Specifically: 

Annul conferences are permitted the flexibility to design conference and district 

structures in ways that best support the mission of making disciples of Jesus 

Christ in an increasingly diverse global community and that place secondary any 

prescribed structure, except for the mandated entities in ¶ 610 above. In so doing, 

an annual conference shall provide for the functions and General Conference 

connections with all general agencies provided by the Discipline as follows: a) 

There shall be clear connections between the General Conference agencies, 

                                                 
29

 ¶ 415.2, .4-.7. 
30

 ¶ 51. 
31

 Id. 
32

 ¶ 604.2. 
33

 ¶ 610. 
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annual conference program and administrative entities, and the local 

congregation. These connections shall be identified in the business questions of 

the annual conference each year. b) There shall be clear checks and balances 

regarding program functions and financial/administration functions within the 

annual conference. These structural matters will be defined and approved by the 

annual conference session. Further, conferences are permitted to create 

contextually appropriate structures that encourage collaboration and partnerships 

among all program, administrative, and financial entities. Annual conferences 

may fund their ministries in ways that reflect conference priorities and structures, 

as approved by the annual conference in the budgeting process.
34

 

Annual conferences are required to have a conference council on finance and administration.
35

 

This council shall “develop, maintain, and administer a comprehensive and coordinated plan of 

fiscal and administrative policies, procedures, and management services for the annual 

conference.”
36

 

The Discipline allows for the creation of additional boards, commissions, committees and 

other organizations collectively referred to as “conference agencies.”
37

 Some of these conference 

agencies are required. These required agencies (or their equivalents) are:  boards of church and 

society,
38

 discipleship,
39

 laity,
40

 higher education and campus ministry,
41

 global ministries,
42

 

Ordained Ministry,
43

 pensions,
44

 trustees;
45

 committees on Ethnic Local Church Concerns,
46

 

administrative review,
47

 episcopacy,
48

 episcopal residence,
49

 Native American ministry,
50

 and 

disability concerns;
51

 commissions on archives and history,
52

 religion and race,
53

 the status and 

role of women,
54

 the small membership church,
55

 and communications;
56

 councils on youth
57

 and 

                                                 
34

 ¶ 610.1. 
35

 ¶ 611. 
36

 ¶ 612.1. 
37

 See ¶ 610. 
38

 ¶ 629. 
39

 ¶ 630. 
40

 ¶ 631. 
41

 ¶ 634. 
42

 ¶ 633. 
43

 ¶ 635. 
44

 ¶ 639. 
45

 ¶ 640, see also ¶ 2512. 
46

 ¶ 632. 
47

 ¶ 636. 
48

 ¶ 637. 
49

 ¶ 638. 
50

 ¶ 654. 
51

 ¶ 653. 
52

 ¶ 641. 
53

 ¶ 643. 
54

 ¶ 644. 
55

 ¶ 645. 
56

 ¶ 646. 
57

 ¶ 649. 
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young-adult
58

 ministries; organizations named United Methodist Women
59

 and United Methodist 

Men;
60

 and appropriate structures related to Christian unity and interreligious relationships.
 61

 

The annual conference shall also manage clergy medical leave, which may be done through a 

joint committee on clergy medical leave.
62

 

The Constitution, through an amendment that was ratified in 1997, provides that the 

General Conference has the authority “to allow the annual conferences to utilize structures 

unique to their mission, other mandated structures notwithstanding.”
63

 Since its ratification, this 

language has been the subject of numerous Judicial Council decisions.
64

 Many annual 

conferences have seen their restructuring plans declared unconstitutional. Although the 

amendment resulted in much of the “or other (equivalent) structure” language that is found in ¶¶ 

629-54, annual conferences seeking to restructure must be careful to adhere to all of the 

requirements of the Discipline. 

 

2.  Districts. 

 Paragraph 658 provides for a district conference to be held, if so directed by the annual 

conference.  The annual conference specifies how membership in the district conference will be 

determined.
65

  The annual conference prescribes the function and role of the district conference 

and its various councils and committees.  The district conference may be used to review progress 

on the programs and purposes of the annual conference within the local churches of the district.  

The organization and functions of the district conferences are outlined in ¶¶ 658-72. 

Districts are permitted to form a number of separate committees that are similar in 

character to those at the annual conference level. Districts are required to have committees on 

ordained ministry
66

 and district superintendency
67

 and organizations named United Methodist 

Men
68

 and United Methodist Women.
69

 

The district superintendent calls and presides over the district conference and has several 

roles to play within the district. The district superintendent has authority, after consultation with 

the conference board, to appoint district directors of various committees and commissions. The 

                                                 
58

 ¶ 650. 
59

 ¶ 647. 
60

 ¶ 648. 
61

 ¶ 642. 
62

 ¶ 652. 
63

 ¶ 16.15. 
64

 See e.g. Decisions 815, 827, 831, 835, 848, 893, 900, and 904. 
65

 ¶ 658.1. 
66

 ¶ 666. 
67

 ¶ 669. 
68

 ¶ 671. 
69

 ¶ 670. 
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district superintendent also serves on the district committee on ordained ministry.
70

  

Superintendents also are members of the district committee on lay speaking ministries, if one 

exists.
71

 

 

3.  Board of Trustees. 

All annual conferences are required by the Discipline to establish a conference board of 

trustees.
72

 The board shall be incorporated, unless the conference itself is incorporated in its own 

name.
73

 Paragraph 2512.1 specifies the number of trustees required, the schedule upon which 

they are to serve, and the minimum qualifications that they must meet in order to be eligible for 

service. The board is required to meet at least annually and to elect the offices of president, vice 

president, secretary, and treasurer.
74

 

The board has the authority to: receive, collect, and hold in trust for the benefit of the 

annual conference all donations, bequests, and devises; receive and hold property for the 

mission, ministry, and program of the annual conference; invest funds and transfer properties it 

holds in trust, subject to any restrictions; and execute legal documents or other written 

instruments.
75

 

It is important to recognize that the annual conference board of trustees is subject to 

direction by annual conference action. Policy decisions regarding the use of undesignated 

donations, bequests, and devises are within the authority of the annual conference. The board of 

trustees would then act as directed by the annual conference in these matters. 
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70

 ¶ 666.1. 
71

 ¶ 668.2. 
72

 ¶¶ 640, 2512.1. 
73

 ¶ 2512.1. 
74

 ¶ 2512.2. 
75

 ¶ 2512.3. 
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BISHOPS 

 

 Division Three of the Constitution (¶¶ 45-54) establishes the basic framework of 

episcopal supervision within the denomination. Paragraphs 401-18 and 421-30 outline in greater 

detail the array of powers and obligations that are conferred upon bishops of The United 

Methodist Church. 

 

1.  Election, Assignment, and Termination. 

Bishops are elected by jurisdictional and central conferences.
76

 Annual conferences may 

nominate individuals to be included on the jurisdictional/central conference episcopal ballots.
77

 

The number of bishops elected in each jurisdictional conference is determined by a specific 

formula, while central conference elections are based on missional needs, as approved by the 

General Conference.
78

 The procedural requirements for elections are set forth in ¶ 405. 

Consecration “may take place at the session of the conference at which election occurs or at a 

place and time designated by the conference.”
79

 Each bishop first becomes a part of the Council 

of Bishops.
80

 Bishops are subsequently assigned by the process delineated in ¶ 406. 

The mandatory retirement age for bishops is 68, although those bishops remain eligible 

for various special assignments.
81

 Bishops may also resign, seek voluntary retirement, or be 

involuntarily retired.
82

 While bishops generally serve until their retirement, and continue to be 

members of the Council of Bishops even after retirement,
83

 bishops of some central conferences 

are elected to a finite term. At the expiration of that term, the individual ceases to be a bishop of 

the Church and must turn in his or her credentials.
84

 Procedures to be followed by a bishop 

seeking to take a leave of absence are found in ¶ 410. 

 

2.  Powers and Duties. 

Bishops are elected to serve the entire Church as general superintendents.
85

 The nature of 

this superintendency is explained in ¶ 401. Bishops also have numerous specific responsibilities. 

                                                 
76

 ¶ 405.1. 
77

 Id. 
78

 See ¶ 404. 
79

 ¶ 405.2c. 
80

 ¶ 427.1. 
81

 ¶ 408.1. 
82

 ¶¶ 408.2-.4. 
83

 See ¶ 409. 
84

 ¶ 411. 
85

 Id. 
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Bishops make all clergy appointments in the episcopal area of the annual conference.
86

 They also 

appoint deacons in full connection.
87

 Bishops must “lead and oversee the spiritual and temporal 

affairs” of the Church.
88

 They have presidential duties in relation to the general, jurisdictional, 

central and annual conferences.
89

 Bishops are also charged to work with, supervise, and guide 

other personnel within the Church body.
90

 This last responsibility includes the duty to maintain 

supervisory records on district superintendents. The Discipline requires GCFA to create 

guidelines for the maintenance of these supervisory records. These guidelines are contained in 

Section III of this Manual. 

Bishops are also constitutionally empowered to decide all questions of law arising out of 

the regular business of the annual, jurisdictional, and central conferences.
91

 Such questions of 

law must be presented in writing and any decision by the bishop must be recorded in the 

conference journal.
92

 All decisions must be reported annually to the Judicial Council, which 

either affirms, modifies, or reverses them.
93

 The Judicial Council has provided guidelines for 

bishops to follow when deciding issues of law. These guidelines are included in the Appendix to 

this Section. 

 

3.  The Council of Bishops. 

The Council of Bishops is a constitutionally created body that must meet at least once 

every year in order to oversee and promote the interests of the Church.
94

 It is made up of all of 

the bishops of the Church.
95

 Although ¶ 422 discusses the role of the Council of Bishops, it has 

various roles and responsibilities scattered throughout the Discipline. The Council: 

1. May call a special session of the General Conference,
96

 

2. May set the time for the meeting of the jurisdictional conferences,
97

 

3. May assign a bishop to serve in a jurisdiction other than the one which elected 

the bishop,
98

 

4. May request the Judicial Council to determine the constitutionality of any act 

of the General Conference or of any action of any General, jurisdictional or 

central conference board or body,
99

 

                                                 
86

 ¶ 425. 
87

 ¶ 430. 
88

 ¶ 414. 
89

 ¶ 415. 
90

 ¶ 416. 
91

 ¶ 51. 
92

 Id. 
93

 Id. 
94

 ¶ 47. 
95

 Id. 
96

 ¶ 14. 
97

 ¶ 26. 
98

 ¶ 49. 
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5. Canvasses the votes of the members of the annual conferences as to 

ratification of constitutional amendments and announces that an amendment 

has been passed,
100

 

6. Provides input regarding the purpose of churchwide offerings and other 

Special Sundays,
101

 

7. May specially assign a bishop to a churchwide responsibility,
102

 

8. Fills vacancies in the office of bishop,
103

 

9. Handles matters relating to the resignation of bishops,
104

 

10. Approves bishops’ leaves of absence  and sabbaticals (and selects the 

temporary replacements for those bishops),
105

 

11. May assign a bishop to visit another episcopal area or Methodist-related 

church,
106

 

12. Calls the meeting of the Conference of Methodist Bishops,
107

 

13. Monitors the process of consultation in appointment-making,
108

 

14. Nominates or elects candidates for service to numerous boards, agencies, and 

commissions,
109

 

15. May assign a bishop to visit a central or provisional central conference or 

mission fields not included in such conferences,
110

 

16. Handles relationships with other ecclesial bodies,
111

 and 

17. Reviews membership applications of churches located outside the United 

States.
112

 

This is merely a sampling of the areas where the Council of Bishops has authority. There are 

numerous other areas and situations where another body may make the ultimate decision, but 

only “after consultation with the Council of Bishops.” 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
99

 ¶¶ 56.1, .4. 
100

 ¶ 59. 
101

 ¶¶ 263, 264. 
102

 ¶ 406.3. 
103

 ¶ 407. 
104

 ¶ 408.4. 
105

 ¶ 410.1. 
106

 ¶ 422.4. 
107

 ¶ 423. 
108

 ¶ 426.2. 
109

 See e.g., ¶¶ 504, 511, 705.4c-d, 802.1a, 906.1b, 1006.1, 1105.1, 1311.6, 1407.2, 1414.2, 1502.1a, 1602.1, 1704.2, 

1807.1, 2003, 2104.1, 2303.1. 
110

 ¶¶ 542.3, 567. 
111

 See e.g., ¶¶ 571.4, 573, 574.1a. 
112

 ¶ 575.2. 
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4.  Review and Evaluation of Bishops. 

 Active bishops are to be evaluated, at least once every quadrennium, by the conference 

committee on episcopacy.
113

 The committee may also make recommendations as to the episcopal 

character and administration of bishops.
114

 Bishops may be the subject of complaints submitted 

to the College of Bishops.
115

 The procedures to be followed in resolving complaints are 

enumerated in ¶¶ 413 and 2704.1. 
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113

 ¶ 412. 
114

 ¶ 524.3a. 
115

 ¶ 413.2. 
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DISTRICT SUPERINTENDENTS 

 

 As an appointee of the episcopacy, the district superintendent's task is to minister to the 

needs of the pastors and churches in the district, while supervising and administering the 

directives and programs of the General Conference and of the annual conference. District 

superintendents are “elders in full connection appointed by the bishop to the cabinet as an 

extension of the superintending role of the bishop within the annual conference.”
116

 

 

1.  Selection, Assignment, and Term. 

 District superintendents are appointed by the bishop, after consultation with the cabinet 

and the committee on superintendency.
117

 The appointment of a district superintendent is for a 

term, not for life. A bishop may appoint the district superintendent for up to an eight year 

term.
118

 A district superintendent may not serve for more than eight years over an eleven year 

span and may not serve for more than fourteen years, total.
119

 Paragraph 425 provides district 

superintendents with the ability to take “renewal and study leave.” 

 

2.  Powers and Duties. 

The specific responsibilities of district superintendents are mostly set forth by ¶¶ 419-24.  

The district superintendent travels throughout the district to preach and to supervise both the 

temporal and spiritual affairs of the Church.
120

  The district superintendent also is charged with 

the responsibility of being a “pastor’s pastor” through the giving of spiritual support to all clergy 

and diaconal ministers in the district.
121

 

District superintendents have responsibilities relating to supervision, personnel, 

administration, and programs. Part of the district superintendent’s administrative responsibilities 

is maintaining appropriate records on all ministerial personnel.
122

 Guidelines regarding these 

records are found in Section III of this Manual. 

 The district superintendent fulfills the connectional role within the charge conference in 

representing the denomination to the local church.  The role is that of a connecting link between 

focal points of denominational organization.  The connectional role of the district superintendent 

                                                 
116

 ¶ 403.2 
117

 ¶ 417. 
118

 ¶ 418. 
119

 Id. 
120

 See ¶ 419. 
121

 ¶ 419.6. 
122

 ¶ 419.8. 
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is crucial. For most local church members, the district superintendent is the “church outside the 

local church.” The district superintendent must conscientiously interpret and apply conference 

and general Church programs and policies to local churches, explain the importance of 

apportionments, and help local churches understand that the World Service Fund is at the core of 

the Church’s mission and ministry. In order to adequately serve the conference and the bishop in 

the appointment process, a good deal of time must be spent learning as much as possible about 

each pastor, church, and charge in the district.   

The district superintendent is bound to ensure that local church and charge conference 

actions are in concert with Discipline legislation. The Discipline confers a responsibility and 

accountability role on district superintendents to provide initial direction, serve as an 

intermediary between annual conference agencies and the local church, and “check the pulse” of 

the local church through charge conferences, pastors, and other contacts within the local charge. 

The district superintendent must know the availability of resources to the local church, including 

the availability of competent legal assistance. Through review of reports made to charge 

conferences, including audits, the superintendent assures accountability of the local church to the 

conference. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[THIS SPACE INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK] 
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GENERAL AGENCIES 

 

 In order to alleviate confusion over the terms “agency” and “general agency” as they are 

used within United Methodist polity, the 1984 General Conference acted to define these terms in 

the Discipline.
123

 Essentially, “agency” is the broader of the two terms.  It includes any and all 

“councils, boards, commissions, committees, divisions, or other units constituted within the 

various levels of Church organization” at all the various conference levels, including all “general 

agencies.”
124

 In contrast, “general agency” refers to those entities created at the General 

Conference level, only.
125

 Thus, while a Conference Council on Finance and Administration and 

the General Council on Finance and Administration are both agencies, only GCFA is a general 

agency. 

 General agencies resource and implement denominational work on a continual, day-to-

day basis. There are several different types of general agencies, including councils, boards, and 

commissions.
126

 Each is created for a different purpose and with a different set of powers and 

responsibilities. Despite these differences, the various general agencies have several features in 

common: 

1. Each is a creation of the General Conference, which provides the purpose and 

membership selection procedures, and provides for the financial support for 

the agency; 

2. Each is separately incorporated and operates independently insofar as its 

program management is concerned; and 

3. Each is amenable to the General Conference, except as otherwise provided. 

In addition to the specific functions assigned to it by the General Conference, a general council is 

also responsible for the review and oversight of the other general agencies. 

 Chapter Five of the Discipline details the organization, responsibilities, and functions of 

the various general agencies.
127

 

  

                                                 
123

 See ¶¶ 701.2-.3. 
124

 ¶ 701.2. 
125

 ¶ 701.3. 
126

 See ¶ 703. 
127

 ¶¶ 701 et seq. 
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THE JUDICIAL COUNCIL 

 

 The judicial branch of The United Methodist Church includes a body of trial law and 

procedure and the Judicial Council. The Judicial Council must sit during sessions of the General 

Conference and at least one time each year.
128

 The Council is composed of nine members who 

serve in staggered eight year terms.
129

 Nominations of members are made by the Council of 

Bishops and from the floor of the General Conference and elections are made by majority vote of 

the General Conference.
130

 

 The Judicial Council acts as the “Supreme Court” of the Church. All decisions that it 

makes are final.
131

 It is established by the Constitution
132

 and has the authority to: 

1. Determine the constitutionality of any act of the General Conference; 

2. Hear and determine any appeal from a bishop’s decision on a question of law; 

3. Affirm, modify, or reverse decisions of law made by bishops; and 

4. Hear and determine the legality of any action take by a General, jurisdictional, or 

central conference board or body.
133

 

Paragraph 2610 also gives the Judicial Council the power to render declaratory decisions, at the 

request of certain Church entities. The Judicial Council’s Rules of Practice  and Procedure are 

available here. 

 

1.  Investigations, Trials, and Appeals. 

 Paragraphs 2701-19 set forth the investigation and trial systems of the Church. 

Investigation and trial procedures are spelled out in the Discipline in such length that it is 

impracticable to provide summaries of each procedure in this Manual. Instead, GCFA has 

produced the Administrative and Judicial Procedures Handbook, which addresses in detail the 

Discipline procedures for administrative and judicial complaints. It is available on GCFA’s 

website (www.gcfa.org). 

  

                                                 
128

 ¶ 2608.2. 
129

 ¶ 2602.1. 
130

 ¶ 2602.2. 
131

 ¶ 57. 
132

 ¶ 55. 
133

 ¶ 56.  See also ¶ 2609. 

http://archives.umc.org/interior_judicial.asp?mid=263
http://www.gcfa.org/
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APPENDIX  
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GCFA GUIDELINES FOR FINANCIAL ASSISTANCE 

GRANTS FROM THE LITIGATION RESERVE FUND 
 

 

In accordance with its responsibilities as set forth in ¶ 807.9 of The Book of Discipline of The 

United Methodist Church (2008), the General Council on Finance and Administration 

(“GCFA”), through its Committee on Legal Responsibilities (“CLR”), periodically makes 

financial grants to assist in resolving various legal matters affecting The United Methodist 

Church.  These Guidelines discuss the criteria and procedures for making such grants. 

 

Criteria Considered in Making Financial Assistance Grants 

 

 Denominational Significance – Financial assistance grants will only be made for legal 

matters of denominational significance to The United Methodist Church. GCFA has adopted 

a Policy Statement Defining Legal Matters of Denominational Significance, which provides 

guidance on what legal matters are, and are not, of denominational significance.  A copy of 

this document may be obtained by contacting the GCFA Legal Services Department. 

 

 Potential Impact of Financial Assistance – Preference will be given to making financial 

assistance grants in situations where the financial assistance has the potential of influencing 

the outcome of the dispute.  In contrast, financial assistance grants used to reimburse costs 

for legal matters already decided are disfavored. 

 

 Financial Participation by Requesting and Other Entities – Preference will be given to 

making financial assistance grants in situations where the requesting entity is providing 

significant financial support and other entities are also providing financial support in helping 

to resolve the legal matter. 

 

 Type of Legal Matters – Financial grants can be made to assist in the resolution of matters 

in litigation, and in appropriate cases, administrative disputes with regulatory authorities.  

Financial grants will not be given to assist in resolving criminal matters. 

 

 Attorney Fee Arrangements – The reasonableness of attorney fees is a consideration in 

awarding financial assistance grants. 

 

Procedures for Requesting Financial Assistance Grants 

 

 General Guidance – When there is a potential claim, demand, or legal dispute, insurance 

carriers should be notified, in writing, as soon as possible to preserve coverage for the claim.  

Also, please contact GCFA’s Legal Services Department at the earliest possible stage of the 

dispute.  This is important because in some situations, GCFA provides insurance coverage 

(e.g., in cases involving a bishop), and it will need to promptly notify the appropriate 

insurance company of the potential claim.  In addition, GCFA may be able to assist with the 

necessary legal research by providing copies of briefs and decisions from other related cases. 
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 Authority to Request Financial Assistance Grants – Only bishops, general secretaries of 

general agencies, and GCFA’s Legal Services Department may initiate requests for financial 

assistance grants. 

 

 Content of Financial Assistance Grant Requests – There is a specific form that must be 

used to apply for a financial assistance grant.  A request for a financial assistance grant must 

set forth the underlying facts of the dispute.  The request must also explain why the particular 

legal matter is of denominational significance.  The request should also include all other 

relevant information that could assist CLR in making its decision on the grant request, e.g., 

availability of insurance coverage, significant financial participation by the requesting entity 

and other entities, attorney fee arrangements, and any motions, briefs, or other documents 

related to the matter. 

 

Other Guidelines and Requirements 

 

 Amount of a Financial Assistance Grant – The amount of a financial assistance grant is in 

the sole discretion of CLR.  There is a preference for making small grants, at least in the 

initial stages of a dispute, and conducting periodic reviews before committing additional 

funds. Absent extraordinary circumstances, the total of all financial assistance grants made 

for a single legal matter will not exceed one-half of the total expenses for that legal matter. 

 

 Reporting and Monitoring – Recipients of financial assistance grants are required to keep 

CLR informed of the progress in resolving the legal matter.  Normally, grant payments will 

be made as expenses are incurred, and copies of invoices and bills must be provided to the 

GCFA Legal Services Department for review prior to payment. 

 

 Committee Authority – Decisions on financial assistance grant requests are made in the sole 

discretion of CLR, and the committee's deliberations on such requests are confidential.  

 

 Additional Questions – Questions about the financial assistance grant process may be 

addressed to GCFA’s General Counsel. 

 

 
Adopted by GCFA November 19, 2010 

 

[END OF DOCUMENT] 
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