A Hitchhiker’s Guide to the US Delegates
at the 2004 General Conference

And then, one Thursday, nearly two thousand years after one man had
been nailed to a tree for saying how great it would be to be nice to
people for a change, a girl sitting on her own in a small café in
Rickmansworth suddenly realized what it was that had been going
wrong all this time, and she finally knew how the world could be made
a good and happy place. This time it was right, it would work, and no
one would have to get nailed to anything—Douglas Adams, The
Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy

Introduction

On April 27, 2004, 998 delegates from around the world will convene the
2004 General Conference of The United Methodist Church in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania. These delegates, members of The United Methodist Church, have
faith in Jesus, who was “nailed to a tree,” buried in a tomb, and rose on the third
day. They also believe that by their gathering and by their actions that they can
begin the process of making the world “a good place,” and this time it will be
right, it will work, and “no one will have to get nailed to anything.”

But, who are these delegates? Where do they come from? Are they old?
Are they young? Do they go to church? Do they participate in Sunday School?
Do they have any friends in church? Are they active in their local community?
How much do they tithe? Have they ever invited anyone to church?

These and many more questions are answered in the Guide that follows.
So, begin reading and thumb your way through The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the US

Delegates at the 2004 General Conference.
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A few words about the data and analyses in this report

In September 2003, the Survey of General Conference delegates was
mailed to the 800 US delegates. (Lack of addresses of Central Conference
delegates, at that time, prevented a mailing of the survey to them.) The survey
was officially closed on October 31, 2003, at which time 72% or 573 delegates had
responded.

Many of the questions used in this survey had been used in previous
Surveys of General Conference delegates. The 2004 Survey, however, asked new
questions, from the US Congregational Life Survey (USCLS), in order to (1)
provide a religious faiths and practices profile of the delegates and (2) provide a
comparison with attenders in United Methodist congregations.

The US Congregational Life Survey surveyed over 300,000 worshipers in
over 2,000 congregations in April 2001. Over 15,000 worshipers in over 150
United Methodist congregations participated in the project.

Throughout this document, the findings of the US delegates will be
divided into lay and clergy and compared against one another. Where
appropriate, the findings from the Survey of General Conference Delegates are
compared with findings from the USCLS, both United Methodist and US

samples.

! For results and a complete discussion of the USCLS project, see Cynthia Woolever and Deborah Bruce,
Field Guide to US Congregations (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002. For results of the
United Methodist sample, see “Who Attends United Methodist Congregations” <http://www.gcom-
umc.org/research.>
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The comparisons are not for prescriptive purposes, but rather descriptive
purposes. The intent is to show similarities and differences between the various samples.
Composition of the 2004 General Conference

As noted above, 998 delegates from around the world will gather in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, April 27-May 7, 2004, for the 2004 General Conference.
As the official decision-making body of The United Methodist Church, the
General Conference will decide the ministry and missional directions for the
2005-2008 quadrennium and beyond. Additionally, statements for inclusion in
the Social Principles, positions on other religious and societal issues, and the
general church budget will be adopted.

Delegates to the General Conference are elected by their annual
conferences in the year prior to the quadrennial session; thus, in 2003, delegates
were elected by their annual conferences to the 2004 General Conference. The
2004 General Conference, the tenth, since the establishment of The United
Methodist Church, will have a total of 998 delegates.

The number of delegates from each conference is determined by a formula
taking into consideration the number of clergy members and the total church
membership within each annual conference. The total number of delegates may
not exceed 1,000 with an equal division between clergy and lay United
Methodists as prescribed by The Book of Discipline, 2000.

As in previous quadrennia, the total number of delegates is near the

allowable limit. Growth in church membership outside the United States has
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increased the percentage of Central Conference delegates from 6.8% in 1984 to
19% in 2004. Likewise, a decline in church membership inside the United States
has decreased representation of four of the five jurisdictions. 2 (Table 1 displays
the distribution of delegates and Table 2 displays the change in distribution of
delegates between 1996 and the 2004 General Conference).
Demographics of the Respondents to the Survey
e First Timers

Slightly more than one-third (35%) of the respondents reported that this
would be their first General Conference as an elected delegate, which is lower
than the 38% who reported that the 2000 General Conference would be their first.
Nearly one in four (39%) of the lay respondents report this will be their first
General Conference while nearly one in three (32%) of the clergy respondents
report this will be their first (Table 3).
e Gender

While clergywomen continue to rise in their representation, the number of
laywomen appears to be declining (Table 4). Responding to the survey, 57% of
the respondents are male and 43% are female (Table 5). Of the clergy
respondents, 65% are male and 35% are female while 51% of the laity are female

and 49% are male.

? For a more thorough discussion of the changes in membership in the United States and the Central
Conferences, please see Making Disciples of Jesus Christ: A Statistical Review available at the General
Council on Finance and Administration’s website
<http://www.gcfa.org/MakingDisciplesForJesusChrist.pdf>
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¢ Race and Ethnicity

The respondents to the survey are 79% white/Caucasian and 21% of
racial/ethnic. Of the racial/ethnic groups, 14% report they are black or African
American; 3% report they are Asian or Pacific Islander; 2% report they are
Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish Origin; and 1% report they are Native American
(Table 5).

In comparison with denominational figures, the various racial and ethnic
groups tend to have better representation at General Conference then they do
across the denomination (Table 6). It must be mnoted, however, that the
denominational statistics are self-reported by local churches and there is a gap in the total
racial/ethnic members reported and the total denominational members reported.

The Asian and Pacific Islander and African American numbers at General
Conference reflect those of the US population (Table 6). The Hispanic
percentages, both for General Conference and the denomination, lag behind
those of the national numbers while those of the whites tend towards over-
representation (Table 6).

In terms of race and ethnicity, The United Methodist Church tends to
reflect that of other mainline denominations (Table 6). The Assemblies of God,
while not considered a “mainline denomination” in the US, best mirrors the

population of the United States when it comes to race and ethnicity (Table 6).
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only three items. Thus, when reviewing the complete list of “most valued
aspects,” Bible study ranks third overall (Table 12).
e Focusing on the Community

The number of respondents who have close friends in the congregation
seems low, but, again, when another strength, “focusing on the community,” is
reviewed, it must be noted that the respondents are as active in their community
as they are in their congregation. Three-fourths (75%) of the respondents report
involvement in a social service or advocacy group of their congregation and two-
thirds (67%) report involvement in a social service or advocacy group of their
community. Further, 95% report giving to charitable organizations other than
their congregation and 69% report having worked with others in the last year to
try and solve a community problem (Table 10). It comes as no surprise, then, to
see that 17% report openness to social diversity as one of the top three most
valued aspects of the congregation (seventh on the list, see Table 12).
e Sharing the Faith

The openness to others is reinforced in the strength, “Sharing the Faith,”
where 72% of the respondents report that they are involved in outreach or
evangelization (Table 11). Another 77% report having invited to worship service,
in the past year, a friend or relative who does not currently attend their
congregation. ~ Further, 28% of the respondents reported reaching the
unchurched as one of the three most important aspects (fourth overall, see Table

12). A troubling response in this strength is 41% feeling at ease talking about
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their faith, particularly the 48% of the clergy respondents who agreed with this
statement.
Issues Facing General Conference, Society, and the Denomination

“The church of Jesus Christ exists in and for the world,” according to The
Book of Discipline, 2004. “It is primarily at the level of the local church that the
church encounters the world” (p. 123). With this in mind, the delegates were
asked, as in previous years, what are the most important issues facing the
General Conference, society, and the denomination.

Sociologists David Roozen and Jackson Carroll, in their essay on factors
influencing denominational growth and decline, provide a good framework for
interpreting the delegates” responses to this question. Roozen and Carroll state
that denominational growth and decline is influenced by local factors internal
and external to the congregation and national or regional factors internal and
external to the denomination. (Roozen and Carroll, pp. 39-40.)

These can be revised for the survey of General Conference delegates to
interpret the responses of the delegates:

e local factors internal to the congregation: With which issues are local

churches struggling?

e Jocal factors external to the congregation: @ What issues are

communities, in which congregations are located, struggling with that

impact the local congregation?
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e national or world factors internal to the denomination: With which
issues is the denomination struggling?

e national or world factors external to the denomination: What issues are
the nations and regions of the world, in which congregations are
located, struggling with that impact the denomination?

o Issues Facing the Church

The issues facing US society are clearly the local and national contextual
factors that face the local church and the denomination: (1) homosexuality; (2)
war/violence; (3) racism; (4) poverty; and (5) engaging a changing world.> The
“last” issue probably best summarizes the topic issues facing US society. We live
in an ever-changing world and the past events of the past four years have
brought that into focus. As noted in Evenly Divided and Increasingly Polarized:
2004 Political Landscape:

Over the past four years, the American electorate has been dealt a

series of body blows, each capable of altering the political

landscape. The voting system broke down in a presidential election.

A booming economy faltered, punctuated by revelations of one of

the worse business scandals in US history. And the country

endured a devastating attack on its own soil, followed by two

major wars. (p.1)

The “devastating attack” reminded Americans that they are a part of a

global community, and this process of globalization is occurring at a faster and

> Delegates were asked to list what they believed to be the top three issues facing society, the 2004 General
Conference, and The United Methodist Church. The responses were tallied and the five with the most
responses were listed as the “top five.”
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faster rate. As historian Eric Foner has written, “the dimension and speed of
globalization have certainly accelerated in the last two decades” (Foner, p. 52).

And, by remaking our present, globalization invites us to rethink

our past. All history, as the saying goes, is contemporary history.

Today our heightened awareness of globalization—however the

term is delimited and defined —should challenge historians to

become cognizant of how past events are embedded in an

international, even global context. (Foner, p. 52)

While Foner does not attempt to define globalization, it is clear that his
concern is that individuals understand how events are embedded in an
international context. Thus, the delegates report that key issues facing the US
deal with those issues of being embedded in a global context—war/violence,
racism, and poverty.

e Issues facing the General Conference

Since the delegates come from local churches that “exist in and for the
world,” it comes as no surprise that those issues that are most confronting the
local church would be those that are confronting General Conference. The
struggles with racism and homosexuality by local churches and their members
surface as issues around “inclusivity and diversity” and “homosexuality,”
respectively, for the General Conference. The delegates anticipate that the
General Conference, the only body able to speak for the denomination, will give
them guidance as to how their local church, a connected part of The United
Methodist Church, will address issues related to homosexuality and inclusivity
and diversity.
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Furthermore, the remaining “top” issues—church finances, restructuring, and
membership loss represent internal factors influencing local congregations.
These factors, in turn, become issues that must be addressed by the General
Conference, again to provide guidance as well as resources to local churches.

The United Methodist Church is a “connectional church.” Being
connectional means, that among other things, there is an interrelationship, an
interdependence, between the local church and the general church. What affects
the local church affects the general church and what affects the general church
affects the local church.

Thus, when the delegates report the top five issues facing the General
Conference, as indicated by the General Conference delegates, they are in essence
saying what the local church is struggling with: (1) church finances; (2)
homosexuality; (3) restructuring; (4) diversity and inclusivity; and (5)
membership loss. These issues are the result of the local and contextual factors
affecting the local church.

e Top Five Issues Facing the Denomination

The top five issues facing the denomination are (1) church finances; (2)
homosexuality; (3) church restructuring; (4) membership loss; and (5) unity for
the denomination. With the exception of unity for the denomination, the top five
issues facing the denomination are the same as the top five issues facing General

Conference.
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However, it might be argued that “diversity and inclusivity” and “unity
for the denomination” are two sides of the same coin. Or, they might not be.

Webster’s Dictionary defines unity as “the quality or state of not being
multiple: oneness” and it also defines it as “a condition of harmony” and “a
totality of related parts—an entity that is a complex or systematic whole.” It is
not clear how the respondents intended the phrase “unity for the denomination”
(and, for that matter, “diversity and inclusivity”).

It could be argued that some delegates would like the denomination to be
“one and not be multiple” in the areas of doctrine, interpretation of Scripture,
and church discipline. Other respondents, it could be argued, would like the
church to be a “totality of related parts —an entity that is a complex whole.”

Sociologist James Wood argues that these “contested values” are part of “a
noisy, visible, occasionally disorderly and uncivil struggle over the fundamental
identity of the church” (p. 17). At the center of this struggle is “the meaning and
priority of Biblical authority and, consequently, on the nature and scope of the
church’s mission” (Wood, p. 17).  One faction in the struggle is “confident that
the Bible provides clear guidance on the issues that face the church today” and
this faction, according to Wood, “typically focuses more on individual salvation
than on societal reform” (pp. 17-18). The other faction in the struggle, while
acknowledging the authority of the Bible, believes “that some of the culture
bound injunctions in the Bible contradict some of its most basic teachings about

love and justice” (p. 18). This faction, notes Wood, focuses “principally on
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societal reform and social justice with little emphasis on personal salvation” (p.
18).

The sincerity and passion, which both groups bring to their views, argues
Wood, makes it difficult, at times, for the two sides to engage in dialogue. If,
Wood further notes, The United Methodist Church were this polarized, “the
church’s unity would certainly be in jeopardy” (p. 18). However, he argues,
neither faction has the followers they imagine. Instead, concludes Wood,

most United Methodists, drawing on their rich Wesleyan heritage,

have a great deal in common with both groups described above,

hence cherish a diversity that encompasses both poles. Still this

struggle over values hijacks the agenda and consumes the energy of the

church (emphasis added) (p. 18).

Conclusion

Thus, the delegates to the 2004 General Conference find themselves four
years into a new century, attempting to engage a changing world while
maintaining the “unity of the denomination.” Further, they must engage the
challenges of a dwindling membership base, limited financial resources while all
the time seeking to fulfill the Great Commission.

Clearly, though, the delegates, as shown by their survey respondents, are
disciples of Jesus Christ and committed to their local church and The United
Methodist Church. Despite the political roles they must play at General
Conference, the delegates are qualified to discern the will of God, through prayer
and Bible study, as they prepare The United Methodist Church for the next four
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years and the 21t Century.  And, as they prepare for the 2004 General
Conference, it might be asked of the delegates, as it was of Queen Esther,
“Who knoweth whether thou art come to the kingdom for such a time as this?”

(Esther 4:16, KJV)
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Appendix A: What the Delegates Read*

What sources of Clergy Delegates Lay Delegates General
information do you use (n=291) (n=302) Conference
to keep abreast of issues Delegates
within The United (n=593)
Methodist Church?

Annual Conference 96 % 97 % 96%
Publications

Interpreter 82% 66 % 74%
Local Church Publications 67 % 75% 71%
Newscope 72% 57% 65%
General Agency 67 % 59% 63 %
Publications

umns.umc.org 62% 57% 59%
Circuit Rider 82% 20% 51%
WWW.UMC.0rg 45% 46% 46%
General Agency Websites 45% 41% 43%
United Methodist Reporter 49% 38% 43%
Response 27% 39% 32%
Christian Social Action 32% 24% 28%
World Outlook 18% 32% 25%
www.umtv.org 2% 4% 3%

*Delegates were asked to check all that apply.



Appendix B: Where Delegates Serve the Church*

On which committees and task
forces do you currently serve?

Clergy
Delegates
(n=291)

Lay Delegates
(n=302)

General
Conference
Delegates
(n=593)

Annual Conference Committee 90% 89% 90%
Local Church Committee 53% 80% 67 %
District Committee 68 % 58% 63 %
Jurisdiction Committee 38% 37% 37%
General Church Committee 23% 26% 24%

*Delegates were asked to check all that apply.

Are you currently or have you
served as a member of one of the

14 general agencies?

Current Service on General Agency

Clergy
Delegates
(n=291)

21%

Lay Delegates
(n=302)

27%

General
Conference
Delegates
(n=593)

24%

Past Service on General Agency

21%

26%

23%




Appendix C: Delegates” Views of God*

With which view of Clergy Delegates = Lay Delegates  General
God do delegates most (n=291) (n=302) Conference
identify? Delegates
(n=593)
Creator 91% 93% 92%
Redeemer 85% 87 % 86 %
Healer 70% 81% 76%
Liberator 64 % 67 % 66 %
Lover 66 % 56 % 61%
Friend 52% 69 % 61%
Master 42% 59% 50%
King 31% 47 % 39%
Judge 10% 27% 19%
Mother 15% 16% 16%
Spouse 3% 3% 3%
Self 1% 4% 2%

*Delegates were asked to check all that apply.



Appendix D: Delegates’ Preferences in Styles of Music*

While you may value many Clergy Lay General UMC Sample
different styles of music, which  Delegates Delegate Conference (n=15,084)

of the following do you preferin (n=291) s (n=302) Delegates

congregational worship? (n=593)

Traditional Hymns 78% 79% 78% 75%
Praise Music or choruses 27% 38% 33% 37%
Contemporary Hymns 32% 25% 28% 22%
Music or songs from a variety of 19% 18% 18% 5%
cultures

African-American gospel music 15% 10% 13% 4%
Other contemporary music or 10% 11% 10% 11%
songs (not hymns)

Classical music or chorales 6% 8% 7% 10%
Contemplative chants (Taize, 5% 2% 4% 0%
Iona)

Sung responsorial psalms 2% 3% 2% 2%
No music or songs 0% 0% 0% 0%
Don't Know 0% 0% 0% 2%

*Respondents to both the Survey of General Conference Delegates and the USCLS were asked to select two options
from the list above.



Appendix E: Meaningful Worship

Do worshipers in United Clergy Lay General UMC  US Sample
Methodist congregations Delegates Delegates Conference Sample (n=294,077)
experience meaningful (n=291) (n=302) | Delegates (n=15,084)

worship? The chart below (n=593)

displays the eight questions

that make up this strength.

Experience God's presence 90% 82% 87% 75% 78%
during worship always or

usually

Experience inspiration during 83% 75% 79% 73% 78%
worship always or usually

Experience joy during 83% 77 % 80% 76% 79%
worship always or usually

Experience awe during 56% 30% 43% 18% 25%
worship always or usually

Experience boredom during 57% 65% 61% 43% 69%
worship rarely

Experience frustration during 45% 46% 45% 46% 73%
worship rarely

Report the sermons as one of 43% 43% 43% 39% 39%
the two most valued aspects

of their parish

Report worship services and n/a 69% 69% 47 % 56%
other congregational activities

help them to a great extent

with everyday life*




Appendix G: Delegates by Size of Community

How would you describe the community where you live? Clergy Lay General Conference
Delegates Delegates Delegates (n=593)

(n=291)  (n=302)

8%
Town or Village Less than 10,000 10% 16% 13%
In or Around a City of 10,000 to 49,999 20% 21% 20%
In or Around a City of 50,000 to 249,999 30% 23% 27 %
In or Around a City of 250,000 or more 37% 28% 32%
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