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General Conference, the top legislative body of The United Methodist Church, 
meets May 10-20, 2016, at the Oregon Convention Center in Portland. Some 864 
delegates elected from around the world will gather to set policy and direction for 
the church. Twelve delegates will represent Western Pennsylvania. 

Each annual conference in the United States elects an equal number of clergy 
and lay delegates to the General Conference. Among the 504 delegates from 
U.S. conferences will be the six lay and six clergy delegates, plus alternates, from 
Western Pennsylvania.  

Groups of churches in Africa, Asia and Europe, known as Central Conferences, will 
have 350 delegates at GC2016. Of these 
delegates, 260 (30 percent) are from 
Africa, 40 from Europe and Eurasia, 
50 from the Philippines and 10 from 
concordant churches.

General Conference meets every 
four years and is the only entity that 
speaks for the 12.3 million-member 
denomination. The gathering includes 
rich worship experiences with powerful 
preachers and highlights progress made 

through cooperative ministries such as global health, but much of the media 
coverage undoubtedly will focus on issues on which United Methodists disagree. 

Legislation submitted to the General Conference addresses a myriad of topics, 
including the structure of the church, ordination and guaranteed appointments 
for clergy, terms of bishops, and the UMC social principles. But many United 
Methodists expect the most passionate and difficult debate will deal with how 
the denomination ministers with gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender people. At 
a pre-General Conference briefing for delegation leaders and communicators in 
January, presenters stressed church unity despite passionately held differences. 

Bishop Thomas J. Bickerton, who like other Bishops has no vote at the General 
Conference, has frequently called for “coming together around what matters 
most.”  That’s the subtitle of his first book, What Are We Fighting For? Published 
this month, the book “offers a way to move beyond all the discord to a hope-
filled future.” Promotional material notes that “by exploring how we can come 
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together around what matters most, 
the gospel of Jesus Christ becomes a 
vibrant part of our lives and witness.” 

The theme of the 2016 General 
Conference is Therefore Go. It ties 
to the Great Commission (Matthew 
28:19-20): 

Go therefore and make disciples of all 
nations, baptizing them in the name of 
the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey 
everything that I have commanded you. 
And remember, I am with you always, 
to the end of the age.

Pray, Keep Up with GC2016!
Join in the GC2016 prayer community 
to support delegates and the 
entire denomination. The General 
Conference Prayer Ministry designed 
a 60 Days of Prayer book for March 
31–May 29 so church members can 
connect through the same Scripture, 

meditation and prayer each day. Sign 
up at 60DaysofPrayer.org to get daily 
meditations by text or email. 

A GC2016 mobile app is available for 
both Android and iOS devices. The 
app will help you keep up-to-date on 
the latest developments as General 
Conference nears. 

Features will include news coverage 
in multiple languages, with daily 
summaries, feature stories, photos and 
videos.  All plenary sessions, worship 
services, episcopal and laity addresses, 
and other special events will be live 
streamed. Users can track petitions and 
obtain general information about the 
legislative process. Plenary transcripts 
and consent calendars will post each 
day.

Learn more now and follow the 
proceedings at umc.org/gc2016. You 
can also follow General Conference on 
Facebook and Twitter using #UMCGC. 

General Conference and You
Western PA General and Jurisdictional Conference Delegates

Laity elected as GC2016 delegates are: Conference Lay Leader Sharon Gregory; Nancy Denardo of Port 
Vue UMC; Rich Hoffman of Charter Oak UMC; Paul Morelli of Lakeside UMC in DuBois; Diane Miller, 
president of the Conference United Methodist Women, and Vicki Stahlman, Conference Sessions Team 
Chair and member of Brookville Evangelical UMC. 
GC2016 clergy delegates are Eric Park, pastor of Butler First UMC; Johnstown District Supt. Alyce 
Weaver Dunn; Robert Zilhaver, pastor of Lakeside UMC in DuBois; Amy Wagner, Conference Director 
of Congregational Development and Revitalization; William B. Meekins Jr., Assistant to the Bishop, and 
John Seth, pastor of Christ UMC in Youngwood. First and second-elected Northeastern Jurisdiction 
Conference delegates serve as alternates at General Conference.



Messy Church
Looking for a new way to reach people 
in your community who aren’t part of a 
church? Join the Messy Church move-
ment! At an April 29 - 30 training event at 
Dutilh UMC in Cranberry Township, you 
can experience a Messy Church gathering 
and hear from Lucy Moore, who founded 
the movement in Britain. 

Messy Church is for people of all ages. 
It offers a Christ-centered experience 
that includes crafts, activities, interac-
tive worship and prayer and is based on 
the values of hospitality, creativity and 
celebration.

It’s a discipleship model that can be used 
by congregations of all sizes. The cost for 
the training is $50 for up to five people 
from a local church. Each additional per-
son is $15. Child care will be provided. It’s 
sponsored by the Conference Disciple-
ship Committee. Get more information 
and register at wpaumc.org. 

Mission u @ Cal u in July
Mission u is an event for the whole fam-
ily. It’s an event where children, youth 
and adults come together to have fun, 
learn about mission and worship togeth-
er. Adults and their children come for a 
long weekend, July 21-24. Youth Mission 
u, for those in grades 6-12, come two 
days early on July 19 for some hands-
on service and learning.  Get details at 
wpaumc.org/Missionu. 

Implicit Bias Workshop
Implicit bias, bias ingrained in our 
subconscious, can cause us to behave 
in ways that are not harmonious with 
our strongly held convictions or beliefs. 
You can learn more about it at a May 11 
Implicit Bias workshop at Monroeville 
UMC with Dr. David Harris of the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh School of Law. Hosted 
by the Conference Anti-Racism Team, the 
session will begin with dinner at 6 p.m. 
Register at wpaumc.org/register.
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I’m writing this article just a few days after returning from visiting my parents in 
Florida. Although the visits are usually short, they are always appreciated. They 
usually involve a trip to a Spring Training baseball game, some seafood at a local “fish 
shack,” a stop at the area orange grove for some fresh fruit and a pit stop for some ice 
cream –at least for my Dad and me!  This time, however, the trip involved something 
else that may become a part of a regular routine -- a trip to the doctor’s office.

As people age, there often are health complications and threats to life.  No one is 
immune to those realities and, although they are at times hard to handle, they are 
a natural part of the progression of life.  While I savor the baseball games and the 
orange grove that have become the routine during my visits to Florida, I am now 
coming to grips with the fact that medical-related appointments may become part of 
what takes me south to be with my parents.

Amidst the routine, my Dad and I engage in robust and thoughtful conversations.  
They range from speculation over who will make the team to the “life lessons” we 
have embraced as a family.  One of those lessons that has been often repeated in our 
conversations over the years is this:  There is no guarantee about tomorrow.  As a 
result, realize that every day is gift and treat it as such.

There are a variety of ways to express the same sentiment.  Things like: There is a 
fine line between having it all and losing it altogether; and We live one inch from 
the fence of tragedy, illness, hardship and change.  Each of those phrases speaks to 
the uncertainty of life and the need to do all we can to prepare for those things that 
inevitably come. 

In fact, as I write this article, I am not feeling very well myself.  Just a couple of days 
ago I felt fine.  But within a day I went from feeling great to feeling sick.  We live 
one inch from the fence of change.  The headlines these days are consumed with 
suicide bombings in Belgium.  It wasn’t too long ago that I walked through the airport 
there.  It is a nice airport and had a good feeling to it.  But it didn’t take long for that 
wonderful atmosphere to be transformed into a place of terror and tragedy.  There is 
a fine line between having it all and losing it altogether.

Every day we have a choice in how we deal with the realities of life.  Some deny that 
bad things will ever happen.  Some hide from them and never experience the fullness 
that life affords. Those are choices that we can make.  But there is another choice as 
well.  We can choose today to open ourselves completely to the fascinating, awesome 
and delightful opportunities that are laid out before us.  We can see the good in one 
another, experience the wonder of God’s created world, and give everything we have 
to make sure we have lived the kind of life that leaves few stones unturned in the 
journey of discovering who God is and what God has created us to be.  It is a choice, 
no doubt, but a choice that I believe is well worth making each day of our lives.

The determining factor between denial, seclusion, and daily wonder is contained in 
a simple word. It’s called faith. From the time God created humanity until today, our 
Lord has told us things like:  I am your God and you are my people; I will never leave 

you or forsake you; Do not be afraid.  The determining factor between despair and 
hopefulness is whether or not people like you and me believe in those words.

During my last visit to Florida I cooked supper for my parents and invited them to 
the table each night.  Before we ate, I asked my Dad to pray.  I did so with more 
intentionality during this trip than I ever had.  I wanted to hear his voice.  I wanted to 
listen to his words.  I wanted to sense his spirit in the midst of not feeling well.

He didn’t disappoint me.  Each night I heard the voice and the words that I have heard 
since I was a boy.  They were words that demonstrate the choice my Dad makes even 
on days when he doesn’t feel well.  They go something like this:  Father, we thank you 
for this day and the blessings of life.  We know that we have no guarantees other than 
to be loved by you.  Thank you for that assurance.  Now, Father, make us aware of 
your presence in our lives.  Give us a deep appreciation for our family.  And bless this 
food to the nourishment of our bodies.

There is only one thing to say about that kind of faith.

Amen.  May it be so.
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