
 A United Methodist Glossary of Terms  
-- excerpted from http://www.vaumc.org/ncfilerepository/MinServices/UnitedMethodistGlossaryofTerms.pdf 

 
Annual Conference  

A geographical area and organizational term. Defines a region that includes all UM churches and ministries in 
that area. Most clergy serving churches in that area are members of that conference. Each church also has a 
number of laypersons (equal to the number of their clergy) who vote on governance and policy for that 
conference. Members of the annual conference meet annually to approve business, set the budget, and promote 
ministry programs and other items of interest to the members.  

Bishop  
Bishops oversee and supervise one or more annual conferences and meet with other bishops to lead The United 
Methodist Church. Bishops commission and ordain deacons and elders and appoint licensed local pastors, 
deacons and elders from the annual conference in which they lead. 

Book of Discipline  
The book of law for The United Methodist Church that determines how the church governs itself. It includes 
historical information, doctrinal standards, laws, and policies that can only be changed by the General 
Conference. After each General Conference session it is updated and reprinted based on decisions made by 
delegates of the General Conference session.  

Central Conference  
Central Conferences are the annual conferences for areas outside the United States. The church has seven 
central conferences and they are located in Africa, Europe and the Philippines . 

Clergy  
Commissioned and ordained deacons and elders; associate members and licensed local pastors serving under 
the full or part‐time appointment of a bishop.  

Deacon  
Deacons are persons called by God, authorized by the church, and ordained by a bishop to a lifetime ministry of 
Word and Service to both the community and the congregation in a ministry that connects the two.  

Elder  
Elders are persons called by God, authorized by the church, and ordained by a bishop to a lifetime ministry of 
Word, Sacrament, Order and Service.  

General Conference  
The international gathering and business meeting of the United Methodist denomination. It convenes once 
every four years, in a different location. There are 998 delegates (half are ordained, half are laypersons) 
representing each annual and central conference. This body decides on petitions to change the Book of 
Discipline. It is the only body authorized to make decisions and speak on behalf of The United Methodist Church 
(¶¶ 8, 501‐511).  

Jurisdiction  
A group of annual conferences within a geographical region in the United States. There are five jurisdictions in 
the U.S. (North Central, Northeast, South Central, Southeast, and Western).  

Layperson  
A member of a local church. Laypersons are responsible for leadership in all levels of the denomination – from 
the local church, to the district, to the annual conference, Jurisdictional Conference and General Conference.  

Polity  
Refers to the rules and traditions of the UMC. It includes the Book of Discipline, history, practices, and beliefs of 
the denomination.  

Social Principles  
The Social Principles are a prayerful and thoughtful effort on the part of the General Conference to speak to the 
human issues in the contemporary world from a sound biblical and theological foundation as historically 
demonstrated in United Methodist traditions. They are a call to faithfulness and are intended to be instructive 
and persuasive in the best of the prophetic spirit; however, they are not church law. The Social Principles are a 
call to all members of The United Methodist Church to a prayerful, studied dialogue of faith and practice (¶ 509). 
You can find the complete UM Social Principles at http://www.umcsc.org/PDF/SocialPrinciples.pdf 

 

http://www.umcsc.org/PDF/SocialPrinciples.pdf


Other useful terms -- 

Book of Resolutions 
“The volume containing the text of all resolutions or pronouncements on issues approved by the General 
Conference and currently valid. The Book of Resolutions contains not only the resolutions and policy statements 
passed by the most recent General Conference, but also all such statements still considered to represent the 
position of The United Methodist Church. The text of any resolution is considered the official position of the 
denomination on that subject.” http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/book-of-resolutions-the 

 
Evangelical Fellowship  

The Evangelical Fellowship offers “a fellowship of like-minded Evangelical Christians…, prayer support…., a 
voice of Christian conscience to both Annual and General Conference…, periodic retreats” and regular 
newsletters for laity and clergy throughout the Virginia Conference. http://www.efumcva.org/aboutus.html) 
From http://www.efumcva.org/ -- The Evangelical Fellowship: A Catalyst for Renewal of Commitment to Biblical 
Truth and Christ-Centered Lifestyle . “The purpose of the Evangelical Fellowship is to unite United Methodists, 
clergy & laity, across the Virginia Conference to advance Biblical Christianity, our Wesleyan heritage, sharing 
Christ with those who do not know Him, developing mature disciples, and pursuing personal & social holiness!”  

Holy Conversation  
United Methodists meet in Conferences, not conventions. “Conference” implies conferring or conversing. Holy 
Conversation is conversation consciously in the presence of God, seeking discernment, characterized by grace-
filled listening, infused with an attitude of respect and love toward one another. Day of Holy Conversation 
refers to the November 22, 2014, event in the Virginia Conference addressing sexuality, especially 
homosexuality, and the UMC. 

MFSA (Methodist Federation for Social Action) 
MFSA has chapters in many conferences, including Virginia. Members are both clergy and lay.  “Originally 
known as the Methodist Federation for Social Service, the Methodist Federation for Social Action (MFSA) was 
founded in 1907 by several Methodist Episcopal clergy (including Frank Mason North, author of Where Cross the 
Crowded Ways of Life) to direct church attention to the enormous human suffering among the working class.” 
(http://mfsaweb.org/?page_id=76) From http://mfsaweb.org/  -- MFSA: where Progressive United Methodists 
connect with one another and turn their faith into action. MISSION: to mobilize, lead and sustain a progressive 
United Methodist movement, energizing people to be agents of God’s justice, peace and reconciliation. 

Reconciling Ministries Network (RMN) 
Congregations, classes, groups, individuals, and conferences can join RMN as part of their intentional welcome 
and hospitality for all persons, regardless of sexual orientation or gender identity. From 
http://www.rmnetwork.org/ -- Reconciling Ministries Network: Creating space at the table for all God's children. 
Mobilizing United Methodists of all sexual orientations and gender identities to transform our Church and world 
into the full expression of Christ’s inclusive love. From http://www.rmnetwork.org/about/ --Reconciling 
Ministries Network (RMN) is a growing movement of United Methodist individuals, congregations, campus 
ministries, and other groups working for the full participation of all people in The United Methodist Church. 

Wesleyan Quadralateral 
“The phrase which has relatively recently come into use to describe the principal factors that John Wesley 
believed illuminate the core of the Christian faith for the believer. Wesley did not formulate the succinct 
statement now commonly referred to as the Wesley Quadrilateral. Building on the Anglican theological 
tradition, Wesley added a fourth emphasis, experience. The resulting four components or "sides" of the 
quadrilateral are (1) Scripture, (2) tradition, (3) reason, and (4) experience. For United Methodists, Scripture is 
considered the primary source and standard for Christian doctrine. Tradition is experience and the witness of 
development and growth of the faith through the past centuries and in many nations and cultures. Experience is 
the individual's understanding and appropriating of the faith in the light of his or her own life. Through reason 
the individual Christian brings to bear on the Christian faith discerning and cogent thought. These four elements 
taken together bring the individual Christian to a mature and fulfilling understanding of the Christian faith and 
the required response of worship and service.” http://www.umc.org/what-we-believe/wesleyan-quadrilateral 
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