
The following text is an excerpt from the report to the 2000 General Conference by the Connectional 
Process Team constituted at the 1996 General Conference. The first section is the introduction to the entire 
report, with sections three and four excerpted for the purposes of the 2014 discussion. 

 
TRANSFORMATIONAL DIRECTIONS FOR THE UNITED METHODIST CHURCH  

FOR THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY 
 
The 1996 General Conference of The United Methodist Church established the Connectional Process 
Team to manage, guide and promote a transformational direction for The United Methodist Church 
to continue the work begun by the Connectional Issues Study of the General Council on Ministries 
and the Global Nature of the Church Study of the Council of Bishops." (For additional information, see 
Appendix.) 

 
The key phrase in this mandate is “transformational direction.” What transforms-radically, 
redeemingly, completely, fulfillingly? For the Christian community it is the love of God; God who 
creates, sustains, guides, redeems, and perfects. In each act of divine love, God transforms-from 
chaos to order, from darkness to light, from deprivation to fullness, from non-life to life, from sinner 
to saint, from mortality to immortality. 

 
God loves the world, demonstrating that love throughout human history. There is no clearer sign of 
God's love for the world than the life, ministry, crucifixion, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. God 
pours out perfect love upon the world in the person of Christ, through him in the Holy Spirit 
redeeming the world and beginning the process of restoring, renewing, and perfecting it in the 
fullness of God's love. 

 
The Church is the community of those who have responded to God’s love, becoming a redeemed 
and redeeming fellowship in which the Word of God is preached and the sacraments administered. 
Through the working of the Holy Spirit the church reaches out to others. For United Methodists there 
is no religion but social religion, no holiness but social holiness. The church of Jesus Christ exists in 
and for the world, seeking its redemption. As United Methodists our connectional polity binds us 
together in faith and service in our global witness, enabling faith to become active in love and 
intensifying our desire for peace and justice in the world. 

 
In the dawning of a new century with its many challenges, we believe that God is calling the entire 
United Methodist Church to institutional and personal transformation. Our transformation must 
continue as we invite all persons to become followers of Jesus Christ, be transformed by grace 
through faith, and go out into the world to manifest God’s reign in their lives. 

 
In the light of our study, conversations, and prayer, we have examined all of the activities, functions, 
and structures of the church today by asking one simple but central question: 

 
Will this help us invite, nurture, and empower disciples of Jesus Christ through local churches and 
faith communities throughout the world? 
 



The report we present with its recommended directions and changes has been guided by this 
question. 

 
We believe that we have been led by the Holy Spirit to recommend to The United Methodist Church 
the following transformational directions: 

 
1. Center on Christian Formation 
2. Call Forth Covenant Leadership 
3. Empower the Connection for Ministry 
4. Strengthen Our Global Connection and Ecumenical Relationships 
5. Encourage Doctrinal and Theological Discourse 

 
 
[Of these five sections of the Connectional Process Team report, the Connectional Table Worldwide 
Nature Collaboration Group recommends reviewing sections 3 and 4 as background information for 
your discussions.] 
 
3. Empower the Connection for Ministry 
 
Ministry is the vital work of Christians. Ministries of the church are the things we do individually and 
together that bring into reality the mission of the church. This work is the fruit of the Holy Spirit and is 
the inevitable response to Christian experience. Ministries include proclaiming the gospel, worshiping, 
teaching, studying, and nurturing. Disciples are sent to share the Good News, to be present with the 
poor and marginalized, to care for the creation, and to work for peace and justice. 
 
Local churches and faith communities are the most significant places for proclaiming the gospel and 
carrying out the mission of the church. In a transforming United Methodist Church, the local church 
must play a central role in determining the church's ministry and mission and in assessing and 
deploying resources, both material and human. 

 
The annual conference continues to be the basic body of the church. It connects local churches with 
one another and with the global church. Its purpose is to facilitate making disciples of Jesus Christ. Its 
primary task is to discover, recruit, train, certify, appoint, supervise, sustain, and support accountable 
spiritual leaders for local churches and unique settings of ministry and to offer resources for the 
mission of local churches. 

 
In the early Methodist movement, the annual conference session was the place where members of 
the Wesleyan movement gathered for accountable discipleship, fellowship, and exhortation. 
Wesley's memorable dictum, “I look upon the world as my parish,” served as a reminder that one's 
discipleship is ultimately lived out in the context of global community. 

 
Local churches and faith communities, expressions of the body of Christ in particular places, are not 
isolated entities. They undertake connectional and global activities that are consistent with their 
particular calling to mission and ministry. Together they will identify the larger concerns that require 
resources and coordination beyond the local church and even worldwide. 



 
The interactive process affirmed by the 1996 General Conference as a new style of work for the 
church, calls all persons to come together to listen, to discern, and to respond, enabling them to 
move toward a common decision. When individuals led by the Holy Spirit are working together in 
this way, they create a community. Such a community lives by the participation of all, 

 
 learns and grows through diversity, 

 asks for mutual understanding, 

 builds ever-increasing energy and joy through interdependence, and 

 serves as the body of Christ in the world. 
 
Organizationally this new style of work brings all church leaders to the decision-making table known 
as the Covenant Council. God's vision as discerned by those leaders informs and guides the ministry 
and the mission of the church and the use of all its resources. How the church's ministry and mission 
goals are implemented is determined by the church's leaders participating together in the Covenant 
Council. 

 
In order to empower the connection for ministry, we recommend the following: 
 

 Communicate the good news and build new faith communities 
 

In a transforming United Methodist Church, local churches will focus on spreading the good 
news of the gospel message to the people and places around them. The information pathways 
of cyberspace and the freeways and airways of modern society are analogous to the dusty 
roads of Galilee where the first disciples carried the gospel to all who would hear it and gather 
in Christ's name. In our day, local churches are the catalysts for making new disciples and 
spawning new faith communities. They are to be communities that actively and intentionally 
invite others. We must replace the image of the local church as a self-contained group of 
members identified with a physical place with the vision of dynamic twenty-first- century 
disciples proclaiming good news to all persons and inviting others to follow Jesus. 

 
The annual conference bears responsibility for identifying and providing resources for places 
that need new congregations and faith communities. It needs to motivate and collaborate with 
local churches that want to start new communities of faith and then encourage and support 
the development of spiritual leaders who can give guidance to these new ministries. 
Leadership may take different forms in developing congregations than it does in well-
established ones, and flexibility should be used to accommodate those differences. 

 
 Affirm central conferences 

 
We affirm the need to retain central conferences to bring together United Methodists in 
geographic areas for the support of mission and ministry. We further affirm the central 
conference structure as one that is relevant for the entire United Methodist Church and not just 
for those annual conferences located outside of the United States. Therefore we recommend 



that The United Methodist Church in the U.S. be structured as a central conference. In doing 
so, the church in the United States would be reaffirming that it is not the main channel of God's 
revelation and mercy to those called United Methodist nor is it self-sufficient. It is only one 
member of the family equally in need of God's grace and direction and of the witness, the 
prayers, the exhortations, and the nurture and care of our sisters and brothers from other 
places in the world. 

 
 Retain current jurisdictional conferences in the U.S. Central Conference 

 
The U.S. Central Conference will initially retain the current jurisdictional conferences (North 
Central, Northeastern, South Central, Southeastern, and Western) for the election and 
assignment of bishops and any related work it so determines. Where necessary for its effective 
witness in its own geographic area, a jurisdictional conference may engage in promoting 
evangelistic, educational, missionary, and benevolent interests of the church and providing for 
other interests and institutions within its boundaries. 

 
 Redesign and align the work of general agencies 

 
Local churches, districts, and annual conferences work toward witness and service locally and 
regionally, but we also need a structure that can respond on behalf of the entire church. The 
general agencies of the church have enabled us to do that. Individually and collectively they have 
rendered a great service to the church and the world. 

 
As we enter the twenty-first century there is need to examine how the services of the general 
agencies may be more effectively provided. They were formed at a time when the flow of 
communication and division of work were understood in an entirely different way. We are now 
experiencing an explosion of information and technology. Leaders in conferences and churches 
expect easy and direct access to information, resources, and services. United Methodists do not 
experience others ministering on their behalf in the same way as they once did; they want to be 
personally involved in their communities and beyond. Communities are rapidly becoming more 
globally connected. People increasingly view themselves as global citizens with responsibilities 
as well as opportunities for discipleship beyond their local communities. Increasingly the ability 
of our general agencies to provide access to essential information and to network and connect 
people across local churches and conferences in partnership for ministries and mission will be a 
measure of their effectiveness. 

 
There are areas of work that extend beyond annual conferences that are essential for our 
mission to be fulfilled. These areas, because of our structure, have been divided and 
responsibility for portions of the work resides in various agencies with little connection. It is 
time to bring focus to these areas and develop means through which the agencies can coalesce 
and integrate their work through collaboration at the Covenant Council. This process is 
intended to identify, focus, and align all resources related to these areas: 1. Nurture, Outreach, 
and Witness Ministries; 2. Leadership Development; 3. Congregational Development; 4. 
Administration and Finances; 5. Communication and Interpretation. Presently these are 



located in the several general agencies. The agencies will need to come together cooperatively 
to serve, empower, and facilitate the ministries of annual conferences, districts, and local 
churches. 

 
The intention of naming these areas is not to create super agencies or to try to fit present 
agencies into these categories, but rather to outline the areas in which collaboration  and 
merging of work is necessary. To fulfill the vision this process will require collaboration  to 
identify, focus, and align all resources related to the five areas of ministry located in the 
several agencies, so that they come together cooperatively to serve, empower, and facilitate 
ministries of annual conferences, districts, and local congregations and lead the church in what 
we must do together. As this collaborative work proceeds, an organizational structure for the 
agencies will emerge based on the work needing to be done in the future rather than past 
methods of organizing. 
 
….. 
 

4. Strengthen Our Global Connection and Ecumenical Relationships 
 
The global nature of The United Methodist Church is seen most clearly in the location of its members. 
The United Methodist family represents the great human diversity of God’s creation-it is multiracial 
and multicultural, and its members live and serve throughout the world. We believe that all persons 
are made in God's image and that God’s salvation has come equally for all. Such a belief gives rise to 
the vision of a church that reflects the diversity of the communities where it serves, includes a 
leadership that is representative of that diversity, and calls upon society to be inclusive of all persons. 

 
We affirm local flexibility in organization and increased independence for United Methodists to 
structure themselves for effective ministry within their own context. The structure of the church 
should affirm our doctrinal and theological roots and provide a network of covenant and relational 
opportunities for us. 

 
As we work to strengthen the global connections among United Methodists, we also affirm the work 
of the World Methodist Council and give thanks for the important ways they link The United 
Methodist Church with other Methodist bodies around the globe. We welcome their leadership as 
we join in conversation and in relationships with the greater Methodist family without whom our 
efforts to be faithful in the world would be incomplete. 

 
In the same spirit, the historic tradition of our church has consistently affirmed and we are called to 
strengthen our commitment to the unity of the church of Jesus Christ at the local, national, continental, 
and world levels. Christians also share with persons of other living faiths concerns that are basic to 
human life and dignity and knowing the Creator. With Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, and others 
who seek to live in peace with the Creator and all of creation, we must address issues related to social 
justice, the human condition, the environment, and other social concerns. 
 
In order to strengthen our global connection and ecumenical relationships, we recommend the 



following: 
 
Reconstitute the General Conference as the United Methodist Global Conference 
We seek new ways to be The United Methodist Church in the world-a church where the connection is 
expressed globally through interdependent relationships. This transformation requires a shift from a 
model in which the United States’ perspective dominates a highly structured organization to one 
where the global perspective supports a rich variety of United Methodist ministries and missions 
around the world. We strive to give new meaning to Wesley’s historic global vision of relationships 
that connect local churches and people in a forum for Christian conferencing centered on essential 
matters of faith and practice that bind us as United Methodists. 
 
In constituting the United Methodist Global Conference we recommend: 
 

1. that the Global Conference be made up of 500 delegates and meet quadrennially. Because 
annual conferences are the fundamental link in the connection, we recommend that each 
annual and provisional conference be allowed to send two delegates (one clergy and one lay). 
The remainder of the 500 delegates will be apportioned to the annual conferences on the 
basis of membership. 

 
2. that the United States Central Conference meet immediately following the Global Conference 

at the same site. The membership of the U.S. Central Conference shall be no more than 1000 
delegates. 

 
3. that the initial session of the Global Conference be held in 2008 and last for six days and the 

initial session of the U.S. Central Conference for six days. The length of the succeeding 
sessions will be determined by each conference. 

 
4. that the U.S. jurisdictional conferences and all central conferences except the U.S. be held prior 

to the Global Conference and that all newly elected bishops be consecrated at the Global 
Conference. 

 
5. that the current legislative functions of the General Conference be assigned to the Global 

Conference and the central conferences. Although not an exhaustive list, the following 
legislative functions have implications both globally and regionally. In consultation with all 
general agencies, the Covenant Council will review and make recommendations to the 2004 
General Conference as to the division of responsibilities regarding which legislative functions 
would be global and which legislative functions would be the responsibility of the respective 
central conferences. 

 

 Constitution 

 Doctrinal Standards and Our Theological Task Mission statements and global 
missional initiatives Global social principles 

 General ministry of all Christians Clergy orders 

 Episcopacy 



 Global financial matters Global administrative order 
Global judicial order 

 Formal ecumenical and interreligious relationships Definition or requirements for 
church membership 

 
Central conferences will have authority to establish the sections of The Book of Discipline on 
legislative matters except those specifically delegated to the Global Conference. 

 
6. that the majority of plenary time at the Global Conference be devoted to the celebration of 

mission and ministry, global disciple-making concerns, Christian formation, theological and 
doctrinal conversation, and the consecration of newly elected bishops. The Global Conference 
should facilitate Christian conferencing, providing an opportunity for dialogue, discussion, and 
debate about the doctrinal and theological ties that bind us together without becoming 
overloaded with legislative agenda. 

 
7. that continental meetings for consultative purposes be held during the meeting of the Global 

Conference. Each continent where The United Methodist Church is constituted would hold 
such a meeting (North America, Europe, Africa, and Asia). 

 
We urge The United Methodist Church to continue working toward the vision of an inclusive church 
that denies every semblance of discrimination (see ¶117 of The Book of Discipline). The rise of hate 
crimes and genocide in the world makes the call for a clear witness to the goodness of the diversity of 
God’s people even more urgent. In the spirit of this commitment we would recommend that annual 
conferences intentionally work toward the election of inclusive delegations to the conferences of the 
church. 
 

 Determine funding sources 
We recommend that the 2000 General Conference request GCFA to arrange funding for 
the 2008 Global Conference and U.S. Central Conference and also recommend funding 
patterns that would enable the implementation of this report. 

 
 Strengthen bishops as spiritual leaders 

The bishops are elected and consecrated as spiritual leaders of the church. As the Council 
of Bishops, they are to articulate the vision for and mission of the church and function as 
leaders to provide oversight to the church. They serve as the connecting links between 
their annual conferences in giving witness to God’s transforming power in the world, and 
they help to connect local churches globally. 

 
 Strengthen global connections among educational institutions 

In a transforming church, the church and church-related educational institutions will 
continue to serve as partners in the preparation and ongoing development of church 
leaders. We recommend that United Methodist seminaries and other educational 
institutions around the world engage in intentional efforts to share faculty, students, 
library resources, and campus facilities with each other, with other Methodist institutions, 



and where possible and helpful with the institutions of other denominations. We also 
recommend that The United Methodist Church encourage the development of global 
cross-cultural experiences, support the development of extension courses for wide global 
availability using the new technology, and facilitate other global learning opportunities. 

 
 Explore relationships with autonomous and affiliated churches 

Autonomous and affiliated churches are churches that had their beginnings in the work 
of what is now The United Methodist Church. Their relationship to The United Methodist 
Church is different from that of the Central Conferences. We seek more faithful 
relationships with these churches and wish to expand mutual dialogue about the future.  

 
The same understanding must be exercised in determining our future relationships with Affiliated 
United, Covenanting, and Concordat Churches through the central conferences. 
 
Strengthen ecumenical relationships 
Scripture clearly states that Christians are to strive for unity as members of the one body of Christ. The 
divisions in that body are a sign of the reconciliation still needed. As United Methodists we affirm our 
commitment to healing the body of Christ. We encourage every local church to reach out to 
congregations and faith communities of other denominations for joint fellowship, witness, and service. 
 
The Global Conference has the unique responsibility of leading all United Methodists at every place in 
the church (local, regional, national, and global) to practice our ecumenical commitment. 
 
Explore interreligious dialogue 
We recommend that the Global Conference create a forum for ongoing conversation with other living 
faiths of the world. The purpose of interreligious dialogue with Jews, Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, and 
others will be to strengthen our mutual understanding that we might live in peace with each other 
and together discern the mystery of God. 
 


