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Called to be ConneCtional 
United Methodist leaders often speak of  the denomination as “the connection.” This concept has been central to 
Methodism from its beginning. 

The United Methodist structure and organization began as a means of accomplishing the mission of spreading scriptural holiness. 
Methodism’s founder, John Wesley, recognized the need for an organized system of communication and accountability and 
developed what he called the “connexion,” an interlocking system of classes, societies and annual conferences.

so What does it Mean to be ConneCtional? 

Simply put, no one congregation is the total body of  Christ. United Methodist churches and organizations join in mission 
with one another and with other denominations. 

Connectionalism shows through the clergy appointment system, through the mission and ministry that United Methodists 
do together and through giving. 

Mission endeavors around the world, whether a new university in 
Africa or tornado relief  in Indiana, are the work of  “the connection.”

Local churches send their pastors and elect 
delegates to their annual conferences.
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oUR oRGanization
Modeled after the Constitution of  the United States of  America, the Constitution of  The United Methodist Church is designed with checks and balances built into the structure to prevent any one branch from taking too much authority over the whole body.
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thRee bRanChes

Similar to the U.S. Constitution’s three branches of  government, United Methodists also have a congressional branch 
(General Conference), a judicial branch (Judicial Council) and an executive branch (Council of  Bishops).

GeneRal ConfeRenCe
The General Conference, the primary legislative body of  The United Methodist Church, is the only body that speaks 
officially for the church. Meeting once every four years to determine legislation affecting connectional matters, it is 
composed of  no fewer than 600 and no more than 1,000 delegates.

Working within the boundaries of  the Church Constitution and General Rules, the General Conference defines and fixes 
the conditions, privileges and duties of  church membership; the powers and duties of  elders, deacons, diaconal ministers 
and local pastors; and the powers and duties of  annual conferences, missionary conferences, charge conferences and 
congregational meetings. It authorizes the organization, promotion and administrative work of  the church. The General 
Conference also defines the powers and duties of  the episcopacy, authorizes the official hymnal and book of  worship, 
provides a judicial system and procedures, initiates and directs all connectional enterprises of  the church and enacts other 
legislation for the operation of  the church.

JUdiCial CoUnCil
As the denomination’s “Supreme Court,” the Judicial Council interprets church law and determines constitutionality 
of  proceedings at all levels of  church life. Its nine members, made up of  laity and clergy, are elected by the General 
Conference and normally meet twice a year to consider whether actions of  the various church bodies adhere to the 
constitution and follow the rules outlined in the Book of Discipline. Their cases are generally referred to them by action of  
the Council of  Bishops, the annual conferences or the General Conference. According to the Constitution, decisions of  
the Judicial Council are final (Paragraph 57, Article III).

CoUnCil of bishoPs
While the denomination has no single general officer or executive, The Council of  Bishops acts as the executive branch 
of  the church. Composed of  all active and retired bishops, the council meets as a group at least once a year. According to 
the Book of Discipline “bishops are called to lead and oversee the spiritual and temporal affairs of  The United Methodist 
Church which confesses Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, and particularly to lead the Church in its mission of  witness and 
service in the world” (Paragraph 414).
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ePisCoPal aReas
The episcopal area is the annual conference(s) to which a bishop is assigned by the jurisdictional or central conference. 
The bishop lives within the bounds of  the episcopal area and presides over the work of  one or more annual conferences. 

United states JURisdiCtional ConfeRenCes
Five geographic jurisdictional conferences (regions) in the United States include eight to 15 annual conferences each. 
Jurisdictional conferences meet simultaneously every four years to elect and assign bishops and some members of  general 
church agencies and, in some cases, to develop jurisdictional programs. Members of  the jurisdictional conferences are 
General Conference delegates from that region, plus additional delegates — an equal number of  laypeople and ordained 
ministers elected by the region’s annual conferences.

GeneRal ChURChWide aGenCies
General agencies are primarily accountable to the General Conference. Boards of  directors, lay and clergy elected jointly 
by General Conference and regional organizations, govern the agency staffs. According to the Constitution, General 
Conference has the authority to create boards and agencies for the purpose of  “connectional enterprises” (Paragraph 16, 
Article IV.8), which enable local churches to participate in ministry beyond their regions to fulfill their mission. 

the ConneCtional table
The Connectional Table discerns and articulates the vision and the stewardship of  the mission, ministries and resources of  
The United Methodist Church as determined by General Conference and in consultation with the Council of  Bishops. 

annUal ConfeRenCes
Local churches are organized into annual conferences, regional bodies that meet yearly for legislative purposes. They 
are the primary link to the church’s connectional structure. Annual conferences approve programming and budget, elect 
delegates to General and jurisdictional conferences, and examine and recommend candidates for ministry. The annual 
conference is composed of  clergy and lay members elected by each charge, diaconal ministers, conference presidents of  
United Methodist Women and United Methodist Men, conference and district lay leaders and presidents of  young adult 
and youth organizations. 

loCal ChURChes and distRiCts
When it comes to United Methodist organizational structure, all roads lead back to the local church — the basic unit 
of  the denomination’s structure. The heart of  our local church ministry is continuing — and extending — Jesus Christ’s 
ministry and outreaching love. Each congregation in the United States is part of  a district, an administrative grouping of  
approximately 40 to 80 churches with a full-time superintendent. A charge conference governs each local church, with a 
church council as the year-round supervisor.

Source: Originally published in New World Outlook magazine, September-
October 2012, General Board of Global Ministries. 

Used by permission. Graphic 
designed by Christopher 

Coleman.
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CentRal ConfeRenCes

United Methodists in Africa, Europe and the Philippines call their comparable geographical division a “central 
conference.” The denomination has seven central conferences: Africa, Central and Southern Europe, Congo, Germany, 
Northern Europe and Eurasia, Philippines and West Africa. The central conferences are composed of  equal numbers of  
lay and clergy members.

• afRiCa CentRal ConfeRenCes
Africa includes three central conferences: Africa Central, with five episcopal areas; Congo Central, with four; and West 
Africa, also with four. In Africa Central and Congo Central, bishops are elected for four years as “term bishops,” and 
with reelection, they are elected for life. In West Africa, bishops are elected for life upon their first election.

• eURoPe CentRal ConfeRenCes
Europe has three central conferences: Central and Southern Europe (one episcopal area), Germany (one episcopal 
area) and Northern Europe (two episcopal areas). In Central and Southern Europe, bishops are elected for four years 
as “term bishops.” In the second quadrennium, the central conference can reelect a bishop for another four years, elect 
him or her for life or elect a new bishop. 

In Germany, bishops are elected for four years as “term bishops.” Each new quadrennium, they can be elected to serve 
another four years, with a maximum of  12 years of  service. If  a bishop qualifies for retirement at the end of  12 years 
of  service, he or she retires and becomes a bishop for life. If  a bishop is too young to retire, he or she returns to the 
annual conference as a pastor and surrenders the episcopal status. 

In Northern Europe, bishops are elected for eight years as “term bishops.” In the third quadrennium, a bishop can be 
elected for an additional four years, with a maximum of  12 years of  service. If  a bishop qualifies for retirement at the 
end of  12 years’ service, he or she retires and becomes a bishop for life. If  a bishop is too young to retire, he or she 
returns to the annual conference as a pastor and surrenders the episcopal status.

• PhiliPPines CentRal ConfeRenCe
The Philippines has one central conference — Philippines, with three episcopal areas. Bishops are elected as term 
bishops for four years at a time. They must be reelected every four years. If  a bishop continues to be elected a bishop 
until he or she reaches retirement age, he or she becomes a bishop for life. If  a bishop is too young to retire, he or she 
returns to the annual conference as a pastor and surrenders episcopal status.
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