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LAY MEMBERS GUIDE to AnnUAL ConfEREnCE

Renata Smith, Conference Lay Leader
Dear Lay Member,

Welcome to the 211th Session of the New York Annual Conference as we gather under 
the theme: FOR SUCH A TIME AS THIS: WE ARE BUILDING UP A HEALTHY 
BODY OF CHRIST. May you find your spirit revived and renewed and may you be a 
conduit whereby others are built up, strengthened, healed and restored.

This year, we will have the wonderful opportunity to meet and celebrate with those 
whose lives have been transformed through the power of Jesus Christ and have been 
added to the church. Make sure that the new members from your church will be a part 
of this great number… 5,000!

Be prepared at all times to show radical hospitality to everyone.
This is a guide mainly for first timers, but other seasoned attendees might find it helpful 
also. Your comments on how this guide may be improved will be gladly received.  
I trust that it will help you to better understand the workings of the conference, so 
that you will be able to  interpret  its mission and ministry when you return to your 
respective churches. Much of the information here is in The Book of Discipline of the 
United Methodist Church. You are encouraged to become familiar with the contents of 
The Book of Discipline. 

What is the Purpose of Annual Conference?
Paragraph 601, Section 1X, page 591 in the 2008 Book of Discipline states: “The purpose 
of annual conference is to make disciples for Jesus Christ for the transformation of the 
world by equipping its local churches for ministry and by providing a connection for 
ministry beyond the local church; all to the glory of God.”

How Can a Lay Member Help Fulfill This Purpose? 
PRAY that God’s purpose for us as a conference will be fulfilled. 

ATTEND your district’s preconference briefings. If you are attending for the first time, 
ask the questions that are on your mind!

READ your preconference material.  This year, this is on the Internet, and will be 
presented to you in your packet when you get to conference. It will not be premailed 
to you as in former years.

ATTEND AND PARTICIPATE IN ALL SESSIONS OF THE ANNUAL 
CONFERENCE. “The lay members of the annual conference shall participate in 
all deliberations and vote upon all measures…” (Paragraph 602.6, page 369, The 
Book of Discipline, 2008) 

WORK with your pastor to make sure that all important reports are presented to your 
congregation. Sharing your experiences as well as matters pertinent to that local church.

“The lay member(s) of the annual conference, along with the pastor, shall serve as the 
interpreter of the actions of the annual conference session. These persons shall report 
to the local church council on actions of the annual conference as soon as possible, but 
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not later than three months after the close of the conference.” (Paragraph 251.2b, page 
166 The Book of Discipline, 2008)

LISTEN during the proceedings.

You are an important connection between your church and the annual conference, not 
only over the next few days, but all year long. Stay connected by reading the Vision, 
our conference newspaper, and by visiting the conference Web site on a regular basis.

Holy Conferencing
A set of guidelines outlining how United Methodists should conduct themselves 
when they get together to discuss matters, some of which can be controversial, has  
been developed by our denomination. These guidelines have roots in our Wesleyan 
heritage, since our founder, John Wesley, is said to have considered ‘holy conferencing’ 
as much a means of grace as were Bible reading, and prayer, for example. As you read 
these guidelines, based on Colossians 3:12-16a, 17, you will no doubt agree. Here are 
those guidelines. 

• Every person is a child of God. Always speak respectfully. One can disagree 
without being disagreeable.

• As you patiently listen and observe the behavior of others, be open to the 
possibility that God can change the views of any or all parties in the discussion.

• Listen patiently before formulating responses.
• Strive to understand the experience out of which others have arrived at their views.
• Be careful in how you express personal offense at differing opinions. Otherwise 

dialogue may be inhibited.
• Accurately reflect the views of others when speaking. This is especially important 

when you disagree with that position.
• Avoid making generalizations about individuals and groups. Make your point 

with specific evidence and examples.
• Make use of facilitators and mediators.
• Remember that people are defined, ultimately, by their relationship with God – 

not by the flaws we discover, or think we discover, in their views and actions.

Annual Conference Proceedings
1. The resident bishop presides over the annual conference. If unable to, the resident 

bishop arranges for another bishop to do so.
2. It is the Bishop’s prerogative to invite visiting bishops and/or major speakers.

Who Is a Member of Annual Conference? 
1. All clergy, whether active or retired are members of annual conference. 

2. Deaconesses and diaconal ministers, whether active or retired are lay members of 
annual conference.

3. The following persons are also members of annual conference: The conference 
president of the United Methodist Women, the conference president of the United 
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Methodist Men, the conference lay leader, the president of the Conference Council 
on Youth Ministries, the district lay leaders. 

4. Lay members (who do not fall in the above category), are elected at charge 
conferences each year, and Lay members elected by District Conferences.

Organization of Annual Conference
1. The ‘bar of the Conference’ is that section designated for members of annual 

conference. Members may vote, are recognized by the president of the conference 
and  may participate in the conference proceedings only when seated in that 
designated area.

2. The conference is divided into legislative sections. (You chose one when 
you registered).  You will be advised as to where each section will meet at an 
appropriate time during the conference. 

While at Annual Conference
• Your report on the proceedings at annual conference should be factual, interesting 

and descriptive enough so that someone who did not attend can get a clear sense 
of what happened.

• Visit the resource displays to collect information to take back to share with your 
local church. Be sure to stop by the Laity display.

• Find some time to stop by the prayer tent to meditate, pray about the day’s 
proceedings, offer prayers of thanksgiving and pray for the requests that will be 
left there.

Identify events and activities that make you feel like celebrating!

• List ways in which annual conference met your expectations.
• List ways in which it did not. Share these with your pastor or your lay leader.
• Note the things which you still do not understand about annual conference. 

Determine to find out. 
Complete and hand in your evaluation. Your input really matters!


