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The Form and Function of the Local Church in the United Methodist Connection 

History of the Term “Local Church” 

 Through much of the last century, the United Methodist Church has increasingly 

understood its ministry and mission as best lived out in the context of the local church.
1
 In the 

2012 Book of Discipline, the largest section, Part VI, begins with a lengthy section on the local 

church.
2
 Though it has increased its emphasis on the local church, the United Methodist Church 

has not clarified its language concerning it. Thomas Frank notes that in ¶¶201-4, for example, a 

local church is described using complex and often contradictory rhetoric of late 1900s church 

growth literature, classical Protestantism, 1960s social activism, Wesleyan Methodism, and 

contemporary church revitalization programs.
3
 Part of the difficulty in defining the term “local 

church” is its relatively recent usage in Methodist Polity.
4
 Before being known as a “local 

church,” members of the church constituted “local societies.” One or more of these local 

societies constituted a “Pastoral Charge.”
5
 The language of “societies” implied that members 

were first and foremost members of the entire Methodist connection. Only secondly were they 

affiliated with a “local society.” 

                                                           
1
 Frank, 173. 

2
 March 3 Lecture – Susan Pendleton Jones.  

3
 Frank, 173-74. 

4
 Frank, 174. 

5
 Frank cites the provision with the new constitution approved by the MEC General Conference in 1904. Frank, 174.  



Lovell 2 
 

 Frank notes that “local church” came into vogue by the 1920s and denoted the 

congregation’s function as a local mission outpost of the larger connectional church.
6
 After the 

merger in 1939, the newly-formed Methodist Church gathered together “scattered headings such 

as membership and education to make a new section of eighty-one paragraphs titled ‘Local 

Church.’”
7
 This new section was relocated to the front, immediately following the Constitution, 

which consequently relocated the sections concerning the annual and quarterly conferences. In 

1908, the Book of Discipline required only two conferences a year, half as many as the 

previously-required four. Each year, the local church was required to gather at one annual 

conference and one “charge” conference, the latter being led by the “presiding elder,” or the 

“district superintendent” as it was later renamed.
8
 Thus, though the local church remains one of 

the most vibrant and tangible organizational units of the United Methodist Church, the term 

bears a complex history that results in little consensus within the denomination on its appropriate 

role in the wider connection. 

What is the definition and function of the Local Church? 

 The local church exists for the maintenance of worship, the edification of believers, and 

the redemption of the world.
9
 According to the Book of Discipline, the local church provides 

“the most significant arena through which disciple-making occurs” (¶ 201). It consists of persons 

who have been baptized, have professed their faith in Christ, and have assumed the vows of 

membership in the United Methodist Church. The church nurtures its members through its 

                                                           
6
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7
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worship and mission. Members gather together to participate in the sacraments, to worship God, 

and to be sent out on mission. In these ways, the local congregation of the United Methodist 

Church stands in continuity with the church universal (¶ 203). Because it can fully enact the 

ministry and mission of the whole connection, each local church exists fully as church when it 

gathers.
10

  Thus, in the gathering of the local church, “the central, focal expression of ministry 

and mission in the name of Christ is found.”
11

 

 To participate faithfully in this ministry and mission, each local church must be equipped 

to practice Word and sacrament. Frank notes that local societies were deemed “churches” in 

order to communicate that they were “clearly responsible for Word and sacrament as well as 

discipline and mission.”
12

 The additional responsibility of Word and sacrament required an 

appointed clergy member. Some clergy were appointed to one church, while others served 

“circuits” of two or three “pastoral charges.” This is different from the early Methodist classes 

and societies, which could not enact the Word and sacraments on their own because they did not 

have access to clergy at each gathering.  

 Confusion arises concerning the organization and autonomy of the local church in 

paragraphs such as ¶246.1, which establishes the charge conference within the pastoral charge – 

not the local church – as “the basic unit in the connectional system of The United Methodist 

Church.” This implies that the connection is related to the appointment of the clergy, not the 

particular gatherings of congregations. For example, it is the charge conference – not the local 

church – that is represented at annual conference. Here, there is a subtle restraining of the 
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autonomy of the local church. By electing representatives to annual conference from the charge 

and not the local church, the denomination safeguards against a purely democratic representation 

in the sense of being proportional to membership.
13

 In this way, the local church, though the 

basic expression of Christ’s ministry and mission in the world, exists within an organizational 

structure that attempts to balance it with other local churches across the connection.  

In what ways is the Local Church Connectional? 

 There are no standalone churches in United Methodism.
14

 This is why the Book of 

Discipline tends to use the terms “local church” or “charge,” rather than the term “congregation.” 

United Methodist polity is not congregational; it is connectional.
15

 In the Book of Discipline, the 

term “congregation” designates the internal affairs of a gathered community, whereas “local 

church” refers to the community’s outward relationship to the connection. The connection is a 

vital web of interactive relationships that fosters holy conferencing throughout the denomination 

(¶ 132). Holy conferencing is central to the sustained vitality of the United Methodist connection.  

 One way in which the local church is bound to the larger connection is through its charge 

conference, which binds it with the larger annual conference.
16

 The purpose of the annual 

conference is to “make disciples of 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” (¶ 601). In this symbiotic relationship, the annual conference and 

the local church provide the foundation of the entire connection. The annual conference works to 
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 Though no particular polity follows from the term, Frank observes the increasing use of the undefined term 
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provide a network for ministry beyond the local church, and the local church enacts the vision 

cast by the annual conference and larger denomination.  

 The local church is also bound in the connection by virtue of its property. In the United 

Methodist Church, property is held in trust by each local church for the denomination. If a local 

church closes or chooses to leave the denomination, the property reverts back to the ownership of 

the connection. This is different from a Free Church tradition in which the congregation owns its 

facility and property, or a monarchial tradition, like Roman Catholicism, in which all of the 

property is under the name of one person.  

 In addition to the local church’s annual conference and property, it is also bound to the 

larger connection by virtue of its membership. Paragraph 215 states that when persons join a 

local church, they not only become members of a particular congregation, but the whole 

connection. This “dual” membership at once validates the person’s role in the local church as 

well as the annual conference. In other words, a person cannot be a member of a local church 

without also being a member of the larger connection. 

How does this connection move forward? 

 I would like to propose three ways in which the United Methodist connection can move 

forward in the 21
st
 century. First, the United Methodist Church must do serious work to develop 

a robust theology for its ordained leadership. The church’s lack of clear theological teaching 

regarding ordination – and consequently ecclesiology – is part of the reason for its many 

disagreements. The World Wide Nature of the UMC 2007 Report to COB and the Study 

Committee on the Worldwide Nature of the UMC 2012 Report both list the many objections to 

the practices surrounding the election and authority of bishops. This suspicion of episcopal 

authority is only exacerbated by the latest actions of protest by American bishops regarding the 
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issue of homosexuality. An underdeveloped theology of ordination is correlative to an 

underdeveloped ecclesiology. Rather than supporting and encouraging each other in the mission 

and ministry of Jesus Christ, local churches, bishops, and other clergy are often put at odds with 

one another. This strains the church’s trust placed in the ordained offices and creates unnecessary 

roadblocks for fruitful dialogue. 

 Second, as the United Methodist Church extends its reach world-wide, it must recommit 

itself to its connectionalism through the practice of holy conferencing. Currently, churches in 

over thirty-eight countries make decisions through a single General Conference with regional 

and local decisions made in Jurisdictional, Central, Annual, District, and Charge Conferences.
17

 

The 2008 General Conference gave special attention to the language of division between the 

United Methodist Church in the United States and Central Conferences by emphasizing the truly 

“catholic” nature of their connection. This connection “cannot be confined by nation, country, 

continent, race or class, but transcends such borderlines and pertains to the whole world.”
18

 

Therefore, while they are important to discuss in conference, cultural and contextual issues, such 

as biblical interpretation and homosexuality, cannot be used as leverage against the wider 

connection. To do so is to invalidate the potentially prophetic voices of other worldwide United 

Methodists. Attentiveness to the connection would refocus churches on the worldwide mission of 

the connection. This would help diffuse the attitude of crisis and threat of schism that surrounds 

so many of these cultural issues.  

 Lastly, the connection must reengage with the practice of holy conferencing. A healthy 

practice of holy conferencing must be at the foundation of a truly catholic and world-wide 
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 World Wide Nature of the UMC 2007 Report to COB. www.extremecenter.com (14 Apr 2014). 
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 World Wide Nature of the UMC 2007 Report to COB. www.extremecenter.com (14 Apr 2014). 
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connection. This type of holy conferencing must begin at the local church level. As Dr. Greg 

Jones stated in his lecture, United Methodists are unable to dialogue peacefully and intelligently 

about issues like biblical interpretation and homosexuality because they lack experience in 

conferencing on other far more basic issues.
19

 Holy conferencing requires careful listening and 

sincere communication, things that are too often lacking in the administration of local churches, 

much less General Conference. By developing these skills of holy conferencing, opponents on 

certain issues will learn to understand one another’s point of view and communicate honestly and 

with charity. To forsake the practice of holy conferencing is to concede the eventual dissolution 

of the world-wide connection and with it the current United Methodist Church. 
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