Everything you ever wanted to know about the Methodist Conference but were afraid to ask

[NB – this is a work in progress. If you have any questions that are not answered here, please send them to scottt@methodistchurch.org.uk and I will both answer them and add them to future versions of this. If there are parts that are wrong or misleading, please let me know and I will amend.]

Conference is the ruling body of The Methodist Church. It sets the rules, the direction and the attitude of the Church. It is a place for celebration, worship and some serious business. So, to start off, many thanks to you on behalf of the whole Connexion for being a Conference member. You are doing important work on our behalf, and we thank you. 

Lots of things happen at the Conference. Here are some of them. 

Preparing

There is a lot of reading you have to do before Conference. A quick perusal of last year’s papers shows that Volume One of the agenda was 234 pages long, and Volume Two 318, making 616 pages in total. Here’s the good bit. In previous years Volume One has been sent to Conference representatives 3-4 weeks in advance of the Conference started, and Volume Two 1-2 weeks. But this year, and in future, Conference papers will be made available to representatives on a private Conference website as soon as each is available, before the printed version is ready. The two bound volumes will still be printed, and all the papers will be made available to the public on the general Methodist Church website after the printed volumes appear. But through the Conference members private website you will at least have some of the reports early and in enough time to read them properly. Please make sure you set aside time to read them all. 

At first some Conference reports might seem confusing, and others dull, but all are important. Speakers in favour of reports rarely refer to their content explicitly: they assume that all present have read it and are familiar with it. 

Starting

If you’re a lay representative, Conference starts about Saturday lunchtime. The first two days are mainly taken up with the ceremonial and celebratory parts of the Agenda, and this year (for the first time) some “Hearings” on the Saturday evening when you will be able to ask questions about some of the important items in the Agenda. The real business of decision-making starts on Monday. If you’re a minister (also known as a presbyter, but their session is called the Ministerial Session so we’ll use minister), however, you will have started Conference on the previous Thursday lunchtime at the separate ministerial session. If you’re a deacon, your separate diaconal session starts on Friday after the end of the ministerial session. The ministerial and diaconal sessions are not informal gatherings: they are part of the Conference and follow Conference rules. They are there to provide those groups with a chance to meet and make some decisions which are their proper, exclusive concern, and to discuss topics of importance to them. These are naturally often topics that the Conference will discuss later in the week. 

For lay members, this means one big thing: when you arrive on Saturday, all the other members of the Conference have found their way around the venue and have been discussing things for up to two days. This can feel a little like arriving at the theatre halfway through a play: it can feel as if everyone else knows what is going on. However, unlike the theatre, nobody will shush you if you ask. 

Equipping

Each Conference member brings different things with them, but one old hand sent in this list, which you might want to bear in mind: 

Agenda (essential)

A5 ring binder and hole punch (for Order Paper, Notices of Motion, Daily Record and notice sheet). Others use treasury tags or bulldog clips. 

Bottle of water

Pen; highlighter pen. Something to mark your place in the Agenda. 

Layered clothing: each venue can be either hot or cool depending on where you sit. 

Sweets (with non-rustling wrappers!)

Papering

If Conference didn’t use recycled paper, it would consume a forest the size of South America (it is possible that this isn’t strictly true, but you get the idea). Each day you will find, on your seat or in a little box on the back of the seat in front, the Order Paper for the day (these are colour pink), any Notices of Motion to be brought that day (of which more later, and which are on green paper)), the Daily Record (i.e. the minutes of what happened the day before, and is on white paper), and a notice sheet of useful information relating to fringe and other events that are not part of Conference business. 

Of these, the Order Paper and the Notices of Motion are the most important for your immediate use, as they detail what is going to happen and roughly when. The Daily Record is helpful if you nodded off and want to know what you missed, or if you want a reminder of the decisions that have been made. In total it forms the official record of what Conference decided, so it is very important for when you return home and are telling others. 

Representing and working

[NB The make up of Conference is changing markedly and this section will date quickly.]

[NB again – this is a complex part. There’s no way around this as a lot of different people are members of Conference, representing a lot of different groups. You don’t have to commit this to memory, just be aware that there are lots of ways for people to wind up sitting in the same hall as you.]

You might at some point look around and wonder who all the other people are. If you are a bit bored, you might want to count them, but to save you the trouble, the total membership of the representative session is currently 384 people. Of those, at least 21 have to be deacons, at least 128 ministers (presbyters), and at least 128 lay people. The other 107 can be either lay people, deacons or ministers (presbyters). 

The biggest group of members are district representatives. Each district apart from Shetland, the Channel Islands and the Isle of Man is represented by a minimum of four people, with the precise number fixed at the previous year’s Conference according to the number of members in the district. The precise number of lay people, deacons and ministers (presbyters) to be appointed by each district is also fixed by the previous year’s Conference.

In addition, each District Chair is automatically a member of Conference. 

That takes care of most of the people you can see. But there are more. For a start, there are the senior officers of the Conference. They are the President and Vice President for that year’s Conference, the retiring President and Vice President, the President and Vice-President from the previous two years, and the Secretary of the Conference. Then there is the group known as the Conference Secretariat. They actually make Conference happen properly, and they are: the Assistant Secretary, the Record Secretary, the Assistant Record Secretary, the Journal Secretary, Convenor of the Committee of Scrutineers and the Convenor of the Memorials Committee. 

In addition there are the President of the Methodist Church in Ireland and the Secretary of the Irish Conference and four other representatives of that Conference. Similarly, there are two representatives from the General Conference of the United Methodist Church. 

There are also 18 Conference elected representatives. They are elected to attend for a number of years in a row (currently three), in order to provide continuity. You will get to vote for the next batch. 

Then there are people representing various bodies within the Church or with strong associations to the Church: Methodist Homes for the Aged, mph, Women’s Network, NCH, the Diaconal Order, the Youth Conference and Y Gymanfa (which has delegated its responsibilities for the Methodist Church in Wales in these matters to Y Cyngor). You’ll also spot the Co-ordinating Secretaries from the Connexional Team; the Connexional Treasurer; representatives from the Methodist Council; representatives from the Law and Polity Committee, the Faith and Order Committee, the Stationing Committee, and the Strategy and Resources Committee; a member of the Connexional Team responsible for initial ministerial and diaconal training; representatives of the Racial Justice Committee; two persons serving overseas, and two representatives appointed to be full members of the Conference from among the people from the World Church who come as Associate Members. 

That’s a lot of people. But we’re not quite finished. Those are the full members of Conference. There are also a number of associate members: six people from ecumenical bodies of which the Church is a member and 20 people from autonomous overseas Methodist Conferences (two of whom will be appointed as full members – see above). Associate members can speak but not vote. 

Listening

Are you a good listener? Perfect, because you are going to be doing a lot of it. You can learn a lot about how Conference operates just by listening, but by then it will be the end and all you have learnt will have to wait until next time. So here are some things to listen out for: 

Agenda item: this is the name and number of the report being discussed as it appears in the Agenda Volume One or Two. Sometimes agenda items have titles that might not be clear about what the report is actually about, so be alert. 

Resolution: almost all reports have a resolution, and some have more than one. Each resolution has a number that contains both the agenda item number (see above) and the number of that resolution starting with 1 for each report. So the first resolution in agenda item 41 will be resolution 41/1, the second will be 41/2 etc. Each resolution will have its own vote. 

Notice of Motion: more on how to create one of these yourself later, but the point for now is that a Notice of Motion is a proposed resolution that has been created since the Conference started. It does not therefore appear in the Agenda, but rather is on each day’s Notices of Motion sheet. 

Memorials: these are proposals sent to the Conference by District Synods or Circuit Meetings. They are considered prior to Conference by the Memorials Committee, which then suggests what reply the Conference might make. The recommended replies are printed with the Memorial in the Agenda. The Conference votes on whether to adopt the reply or amend it. Most Memorial replies are taken en bloc (see below), but a few are always amended by a Notice Of Motion. 

En bloc: A good portion of Conference business is never debated: it is just voted on all together. This is all the non-controversial stuff, and by agreeing it all in one go it saves time that can be spent discussing the items that merit more discussion. 

Please note that en bloc items are no less important than the other items: by voting in favour of the en bloc items you are giving each the status of being a matter accepted and approved by the Conference. You need to read each, and if you don’t agree with it, then consider taking it out of en bloc business by means of a Notice of Motion, which means that it will be debated separately. 

And please, if you need to have a conversation during Conference business, please step outside. Please respect those speaking and those listening by keeping noise in the hall to a minimum. Conference usually chooses to levy a fine on anyone whose mobile phone rings during sessions. 

Debating

We all like a good discussion. Some people love arguing. But this is the Methodist Conference, and it confers, which can combine a little of each. 

Sometimes the conferring takes place through conversation. Someone will present an issue and Conference members will then contribute their own perspectives on the matter. After a time the President or Vice-President who is chairing the business will normally seek to help the Conference decide what outcome to the conversation it wishes to record. To do this, the Conference will move into more formal ways of conferring through debating. 

All debates – whether on Agenda items, Notices of Motion or anything else – follow the same general pattern. 

First, somebody (the proposer) presents the resolution (which is an Agenda resolution, Notice of Motion, amendment etc.). He or she addresses the President or Vice President (depending on who is in the chair) and speaks for no more than four minutes. Some proposers will be very brief: they might just say “I move resolution 41/1” if they feel that all the information Conference needs is in the report. 

For some items of business (e.g. a Notice of Motion) there is also a seconder, who is also in favour of the motion. The seconder may speak immediately after the proposer, but does not have to do so. Most choose to wait until near the end of the debate so that they can help reply to points made by other speakers. Some waive their right to speak at all. Whenever they choose to speak, they get three minutes. 

Then people speak from the floor. We’ll discuss the practicalities of this in a minute, but for now just note that they can speak for or against the motion and they have up to three minutes. 

At the end of the debate, which is whenever the President or Vice President think all points of view have been heard (but may be before everyone wishing to speak has had a chance to do so), the seconder speaks if they didn’t before, and the proposer sums up in reply to points that have been raised. Then there is a vote. 

BUT: other things can happen to alter this process. At any time, a representative from the floor can attract the attention of the President or Vice President and make what is known as a procedural motion. This can call for one of several things: 

That the vote be now taken (i.e. no more speeches – let’s vote!)

That the question be not put (i.e. we do not want to vote on this topic, and thus Conference will not express an opinion on it.)

That the question be referred to the Methodist Council or a committee (i.e. we want someone else deal with it. This procedural motion is incredibly unpopular with representatives who are also members of the Council or the committee in question, as they are busy enough already. The Council or the committee will have to report back the Conference.)

That the debate be adjourned (i.e. we’ll come back to this later.)

That the Conference adjourn (i.e. goodbye!)

Of these, the first two are most common, but even they don’t usually come up more than once or twice each year. The point is that if the motion is for the vote to be now put, then Conference will first vote on whether is agrees that it should vote on the proposal immediately, then (if it thinks it should) it will then vote on the actual proposal. So you’ll possibly get two votes in close succession, the second of which will be the actual vote on the topic: listen carefully so that you know which one you’re voting on. 

You might also hear a Point of Order. This is a claim by a representative that the rules of debate or of the Conference have been broken. The speaker at the tribune pauses (and the clock timing his or her speech is stopped) while the Point of Order is made. The President or Vice President decides on the validity of the Point of Order and – depending on the result – the debate either continues or something else happens. If you are speaking when a Point of Order is raised then wait for the President or Vice President to tell you what to do. 

Speaking

There are two main ways of getting to speak at Conference, and a third is being tried out. The first way is to be the proposer or seconder of a resolution, whether an agenda item or a Notice Of Motion. In this case you will be called to one of the tribunes – the lectern-like things that people speak from – by the President or Vice President. 

The second way is to join the one of the queues of people waiting to speak. Each venue is different, but there is usually a row of chairs for those waiting to speak. The President or Vice President will pick the person at the front of each queue from each side in turn. The BIG EXCEPTION is if you are speaking for the first time at Conference. You should have received a special card: wave that and the President or Vice President will invite you to jump the queue. 

You must: 

Start by addressing the President or Vice President (and be formal about it: its Madame President or Mr. Vice President, not “hey Ruby!”)

State your name and District (or who you are representing if you are not a district representative). 

Address the matter at hand. Don’t use it as a soapbox to discuss something only tangentially related. If a report has multiple resolutions, address the actual resolution being discussed, not one that has already gone or is yet to come.

Keep to time (see below)

You should: 

Be brief – nobody ever complained that a speech at Conference was too short. 

Be clear. You are allowed to read from notes, so don’t hesitate if that helps you. 

Don’t repeat what someone else has already said. If a speaker ahead of you says more or less what you wanted to, then just leave the queue. Conference deserves to hear a range of opinion, rather than the same point repeatedly. 

The third way is being tried for some debates. For these, potential speakers are invited to register their interest and give an outline of what they will say ahead of time. The business committee will then select speakers ahead of the debate so that the widest possible range of opinions are heard and so that the debate can progress smoothly and quickly. Which debates will use this method will be clearly identified ahead of time. 

Timing

As mentioned above, proposers get four minutes, everyone else gets three. There is a traffic light system on each tribune – yellow means one minute to go, red means stop immediately (finish your sentence if you can do it in a few words). Few things annoy Conference more than a speaker who keeps going once the red light goes on: consider each second you keep going into red to be a further dozen votes against your position. Don’t argue with the machine: your watch may say you’ve only been speaking for 2 minutes and 48 seconds, but if the red light is on then stop. Remember that the clock starts when you reach the tribune: don’t waste time and don’t waffle. 

Conference always starts on time, and it stops for the last time on schedule. In between, things often become delayed, which means three things: shorter tea breaks (woe!), late for dinner (disaster!) and shorter speeches (good or bad, depending on who is speaking). The President or Vice President will announce any changes to speaking times and ask for Conference’s agreement. Be aware of any changes and stick to them. 

Voting

One important thing to remember: you can only vote if you are in your designated seat. You are free to move around the hall during business, but when the vote is approaching, it is time to sit down. 

Other than that, there are three main ways of voting. For most matters the President or Vice President says something like “Does Conference agree?” to which the proper answer is a grunted yes or no. If the matter is more controversial or requires more than a straight majority, the vote will be a show of hands: in this case the President or Vice President will say something like “Those in favour please show. Those against?” Raise your hand clearly at the appropriate point. 

If the show of hands is inconclusive, the vote will actually be counted by a group of volunteers (drawn from Conference reps) called Scrutineers. They actually count individual votes in their designated block of seats and report the total to the Scrutineers Secretary. This can take a few minutes, and depending on the resolution business may continue before the result is announced. 

But whatever the means of voting, you must be in your seat for your vote to count. 

Initiating

Conference is more than just listening to other people’s voices: you can add your own to the mix. The principle means of doing so is through a Notice of Motion. A Notice of Motion needs the support of two members of Conference (a proposer and a seconder) and must be lodged with the Assistant Secretary before the close of Conference business on Tuesday if it is not related to a specific agenda item. If it is related to an agenda item (seeking to amend a resolution or add a resolution to a report, for example) then it must be tabled before the close of business on the day before the relevant agenda item is to be debated. 

The Business Committee is the body responsible for agreeing what Conference debates and when. It meets throughout the year, and during Conference it meets every evening. Notices of Motion that are seeking to change an agenda item are, of course, debated at the same time as the agenda item. Others are debated whenever they can be fitted in. If two or more Notices of Motion are similar in content or effect, they can be taken together, or the proposer and seconder of one might be encouraged to withdraw their own and support the similar one instead. 

The key lesson at this point is this: the earlier you can bring your Notice of Motion, the better. This is an area where the ministers (presbyters) and deacons have an advantage, having had an extra day or two to discuss these matters and find a partner to propose it. This is also another reason to be thoroughly familiar with all of the Conference papers in the Agenda before you arrive. 

Electing

Conference also has to elect some people, including the President and Vice President of next year’s Conference. The President must be a minister; the Vice President can be a deacon or lay person, but cannot be a minister. Each candidate must have been nominated by five ministers or deacons and five lay members of Conference. Please note that the candidate does not need to be a member of the Conference, but those nominating must be. 

Along with the names of the ten people nominating, each candidate makes a reasoned statement of why they are a good candidate, and copies of these are posted in or around the Conference hall for 24 hours before voting starts. It is considered extremely bad form for any candidate to do any other form of campaigning or lobbying. 

The voting is on the basis of the Single Transferable Vote. In this form of proportional representation, each voter marks as many candidates as they wish in order of preference: the top candidate gets a 1 against their name, the second choices gets 2 etc. 

The first choices are then counted, and unless one candidate has more than 50% of the vote, the papers for the lowest-scoring candidate are distributed according to the second choices marked on them and a second count taken. This continues until one candidate has more than 50% of the vote in that round. That person is then the winner. 

A similar process follows for other elected positions. 

Ending

Conference never officially ends. It adjourns in time for lunch on the Thursday, but in theory it could reconvene at any time. You are a Conference representative until your District chooses again for the following year. 

Ordaining and celebrating

Conference is not just all business. One of the first items of business is to ceremonially install the new President and Vice President, symbolised by passing John Wesley’s field Bible. We also share together in Communion on the Sunday, and also received new ministers and deacons into full Connexion. Those newly received are then ordained at services across the hosting districts on Sunday afternoon. 

Conference also starts each day with prayer and song, and quite often finishes each day with these as well. 

Confiding

Conference very occasionally goes into closed session. This is known in advance, and only members of the Conference are allowed to remain in the hall. The audio feed is shut off, the public and press seats cleared and confidential items are discussed. 

Fringing

There are lots of fringe events, details of which will be in your pack when you arrive and usually listed on the daily notices as well. These are not officially part of Conference but are an important part of it. 

Partying

Why not? You’ve been working hard all day and there’s a barn dance on, so go ahead. Just make sure you’re back in your seat at in good time the next morning. 

