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Conference on my mind
April has arrived meaning that Conference is coming. For many pastors and delegates of our
churches, this is a high point (or a low point) in the yearly cycle of events which we attend.
Reports need to be finished or read. As the final days approach, the suit case is taken out of
the closet and the mental preparation for a couple of days of sitting and staying focused is
begun.
All of that has me thinking about conference and considering what many may think is the trivial
background of conference. I took the time to look at some of the things we do not ordinarily look
at. I welcome any memories or thoughts you have as a follow up.
Dick Taylor
Retaylor723@gmail.com

A History of “Conference”
The title page of the report book published for the conference of 2015 says, “132nd BFC
Conference.” Like the woodwork in your kitchen, you may not have noticed it and, if you
did notice it, you did not ponder it for very long. If you were asked to explain it, you
could easily respond. “132nd”- presumably, there were 131 conferences in previous
years (more on that later). That’s easy. “BFC” – we all know that stands for Bible
Fellowship Church which is the organization, who we are. No lingering questions here.
“Conference” – do you know why we are called a conference? Perhaps not and
perhaps you quickly ask, “Is it important?” You decide.
We call our meeting a conference but it might have been called a council, a convention,
a session, or an assembly. At the very beginning during the 1860s different words were
used which implies our forefathers were not sure or they did not think the terminology
was important. They called themselves a conference (German – Conferenz) but, when
they met, they were a council meeting (German - Rath-versammlung). It seems they
had simply carried the terminology of the church which they left. What is notable is that
the word conference was used to describe not a meeting as much as the group of
churches. Together, they were “The Conference.”
When the first meeting was held in September, 1858, they said, “… The first meeting of
preachers or Conference was held…” At that point, a few men had gathered out of
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some frustration
because of what their
former church had
decided. They were
eager to preach the
Gospel wherever they
could to whoever would
listen but their church
saw this as a problem.
Since no minutes were
kept of this first meeting,
we can only guess at
their decisions. They
probably decided they
would not stop preaching
as they had been
preaching. They
probably did not decide
Annual Conference - 1913 - Reading
to start a new church.
They certainly did not decide to start a new denomination. They determined to be a
group of men who were committed to share the Gospel wherever they had opportunity.
While their former church felt threatened by new people and different ways, they
believed that maintaining the old ways and traditions was secondary to God’s command
to spread the gospel.
When they got around to choosing a name, they called themselves the Evangelical
Mennonite Society. They did not identify themselves as a church because they did not
think much of the word church. Much of Mennonite history was filled with stories of
persecution from the church. They did not want to identify with what they would have
seen as the opposition, a kind of enemy. So, they were a society, not a church.
In November, 1861, they had identified their meeting as a conference. In November,
1862, they held what they called a “semi-annual session” (German – halbjahrliche
Sitzung) and began to identify the gathering of the Conference as sessions. They soon
began also to refer to the individual meetings of the conference as sessions, i.e.,
afternoon session. The minutes of the June 1868 meetings followed the title, “The
Proceedings of the 18th Semi-annual Session of the Evangelical Mennonite
Conference.”
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Annual Conference - 1922 – Philadelphia PA
In their minutes of June, 1874, they identified themselves again as The Evangelical
Mennonite Society declaring that this was their 30th semi-annual session but they called
the meeting a conference and their minutes the conference proceedings. It seems clear
that precision in their terminology was not a high priority and it is probably true to say it
was not a problem because everyone knew what they meant.
The semi-annual sessions or conferences continued to meet until 1879 when the
Evangelical Mennonites merged with other Mennonite groups to form the Evangelical
United Mennonites. From that time, the meetings became known as an annual
conference, no longer semi-annual. The meetings took on the formal name, Annual
Conference. While this sounds like the meetings held by Methodist Conferences, it
seems likely that we were not seeking to emulate the Methodists but rather identified
them as the Annual Conference because they were no longer the Semi-Annual
Conference.
The terminology of the conference became even more engrained. The Mennonite
groups we joined in 1879 had met in what they called the General Conference. Soon,
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General Conference - 1896 - Coopersburg PA
various conference meetings were distinguished. Annual Conference became the
designation of the annual meeting of the individual conferences and designated so
because they met annually. So, the Pennsylvania Conference, the Indiana Conference,
the Canadian Conference and the others met annually to oversee their churches and
their ministries. The individual churches became known as the Quarterly Conference.
Each individual church met four times per year with the presiding elder of their Annual
Conference which meant the local church was the Quarterly Conference. At Quarterly
Conference meetings, reports were given, elections were held, the ordinances were
observed, and the church’s ministry was evaluated. (Later, the Quarterly Conference
was known as the Local Conference.) The General Conference was the meeting of
representatives of the individual Annual Conferences (i.e. Pennsylvania, Indiana,
Canada and the others) which assembled every four years.
The result of the “conference” structure was the creation of a rather precise
accountability structure. The Quarterly Conference was accountable to the Annual
Conference which in turn was accountable to the General Conference.
The net result on our understanding of the word conference is that it refers both to the
meetings and the churches. At one point, it would have been correct to say, “The
Conference is meeting for its conference.”
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Annual Conference - 1950 – Bethlehem PA
Those who took the time to notice the title page of the 2009 Year Book read, “One
Hundred Twenty Sixth Annual Conference of the Bible Fellowship Church.” The title
page of the 2010 Year Books reads, “One Hundred Twenty Seventh Annual Meeting of
the Bible Fellowship Church Conference.” During the 2009 meeting, the Annual
Conference quietly became the Bible Fellowship Church Conference without fanfare,
without debate, and, for most, without notice. So, we are no longer the Annual
Conference but now the Bible Fellowship Church Conference. Patience is certainly
assured for those who out of habit continually refer to the annual meetings as Annual
Conference.
As a final note, the matter of the numeration remains. We began numbering the annual
conferences in 1879 which was the first annual conference. In 1883, we were joined in
a final merger which created the Mennonite Brethren in Christ and for a while the
numeration was continued. But, someone noticed. In 1892, the conference minutes
record, “Resolved: That we number our Annual Conference for the first conference
after the Union Conference in 1883 instead of the Union Conference in 1879 as before.
Therefore, this would be the Ninth instead of the 13th Annual Conference. Committee:
M. A. Zyner, A. B. Gehret.” So, the numeration of the annual conferences was changed
and, it might be noted, it took a committee to meet and make the proposal. When we
became the Bible Fellowship Church, the number remained the same. So, the 132 nd
Bible Fellowship Conference met in the 157th year after we began. Go figure.
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Behind the Scenes of Conference
A History of the Infrastructure of Conference
Preparations for the 132nd Bible Fellowship Conference will begin before the
Conference participants arrive. Tables will be set up to hold tablets (not the paper kind)
and lap top computers. The wifi will be set up providing for extra broadband width. The
video camera will be readied for streaming the deliberations for any church members
who might wish to watch in their homes. The secretaries’ table will be equipped with
computers to record the minutes which will be published on line for nearly immediate
review. Wires will be laid for providing power at each table and microphone cables that
will allow each person who speaks to be heard throughout the room. A copier will be
placed in the corner ready at a moment’s notice to reproduce anything that needs to be
distributed. The projector will be checked to project any changes in the wording of
legislation to the screen on the stage. The worship leaders came early to set up their
equipment and rehearse the songs to be used for praise. The pages will be coached to
know what to do to assist in the busy work.
The participants will be ready to work because the reports were distributed by email and
read before the conference begins. When the participants arrive, they will register for a
room complete with bed and bathroom. Linens will be waiting in the rooms. Some will
drive to the conference and some will arrive by airplane. Meals will be taken in the
dining hall.
These preparations are a far cry from what was needed for conference in years past.
The first conference, arguably the most significant, was a few men gathered in the
home of David Musselman to decide what they would do. They probably sat around the
edge of the room and talked about what they thought they should do. No minutes were
kept but they made decisions.
Their first organized conference meeting was held in the meeting house in Haycock
Township, Bucks County, Pennsylvania, in November, 1859. The meeting house would
have been a very simple place with some benches, wooden pulpit and a stove. These
early meetings were held twice a year and were but one day in length. That was
enough time to work through their business and sleep in their own beds that night. The
second meeting was held at the Upper Milford Meeting House, Lehigh County,
Pennsylvania.
Until 1879, they would meet twice per year. They only needed one day for their
business. They showed up in the morning and returned home at night. A chairman led
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General Conference - 1943 - Kitchener, Ontario, Canada
the meeting and a secretary recorded their decisions. They were quite careful about
minutes because in their former church minutes were not recorded since it was believed
the Holy Spirit would bring to mind what needed to be remembered. Some of the
younger members began to insist on minutes because they observed that decisions
which did not suit the current circumstances were conveniently forgotten. So, the
minutes were recorded carefully handwritten in a bound notebook in the German
language.
They held their meetings during the first five years at either the Haycock or Upper
Milford Meeting Houses. It was convenient for them to walk to the meeting or ride their
horse drawn transportation. In November, 1866, they moved the conference to
Hassler’s Meeting House in Mt. Joy, Lancaster County. The festivities began on
Saturday evening with preaching and continued to Sunday morning. The conference
began on Monday which was a departure from their normal day, Tuesday.
Their meetings were now alternating between Upper Milford and the Flatland Meeting
House in Bucks County. In 1870, they added the new meeting house in Coopersburg to
their regular cycle of meeting places. Quakertown took the place of Flatland. They
returned to Hasslers in Mt Joy periodically.
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Annual Conference - 1964 - Wallingford PA
The first roll was recorded in November, 1861. Twelve men were present. Ten years
later, thirteen men were present. By that time, it had become their practice for each
preacher to give a report on his work, how many times he had preached, how many
families were visited and how far he had traveled. Occasionally, interested visitors
would attend who were made advisory members. Invariably, the conference began with
singing, sermon and prayer.
Nearly twenty men were in attendance at the 1884 Annual Conference. The need for
procedure had started to appear. So, they agreed. Voting was by raising the right
hand. Those wishing to speak must rise. No one could speak longer than ten minutes
and not more than three times per subject. If two stood at the same time, the chairman
decided who spoke. And, no whispering or talking while the conference was in session.
The change to a once per year conference meant that more business had to be
conducted at one meeting. They switched to Monday as the first day. In 1882, they
met a second day. In 1883, they added a third day. For the next few years, the
conference began on Monday and ended on Wednesday.
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Annual Conference - 1983 - Pinebrook Bible Conference
While minutes were carefully recorded and preserved, not until 1888 did they get
around to reading the previous year’s minutes and approving them. In 1893, they saw
the need for orderly proceedings and adopted Parliamentary Procedures by Rev.
Neeley, D.D., as the order they would follow. In 1894, they appointed an assistant
secretary. Their numbers were nearing thirty. The complexity of data and reports was
increasing. They began to record their statistics in 1892, keeping track of such things
as number of sermons, pastoral visits, Sunday School scholars and a host of other facts
they thought significant to measure the work of the church.
The minutes of 1893 record, “The preachers then gave brief oral reports of the work on
their respective fields…” Probably, the preachers had been giving reports but now the
reports became an agenda item. Approximately twenty would have made reports. At
five minutes per report, it would take 100 minutes but more likely it was ten minutes per
report or more than three hours which explains why an entire afternoon was given to
hearing the reports. Through the years, these reports were given a prominent place but
the need to manage the time created limitations. In 1931, pastors’ reports were limited
to five minutes each. In 1934, they were cut to four minutes. In 1939, only three
minutes were given to each pastor to summarize the year’s ministry. In 1956, two
minutes per man were allotted but that was the last year for oral reports from the
pastors.
In 1896, the conference published its first year book. The denomination was growing as
was the interest of the members back home. A published year book would not only
describe the conference and its decisions but allow for reports and information that
would not otherwise be available. Statistics, updates on new missions, and eventually
the reports of foreign missionaries would be reported. The reports would eventually
require more pages than the minutes. As our world vision grew, the reports of foreign
missionaries grew and became the prominent part of the reports.
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Past Conference Chairmen – 1983 – FB Hertzog, Carl Cassel, James Beil, Jansen Hartman
The conference now began to experience visitors who would drop in from time to time.
That created a new problem which was solved in 1897 by establishing a bar which
allowed identification of who was voting and who was not. In 1897, it was determined
that anyone sitting in the first five rows were voting members. The conference was held
in Royersford, not in the church but in Latshaw’s Hall. The setting of the bar became
routine for each conference. The proper number of pews or rows was declared in which
voting members were to sit if they wished to vote. Pews were replaced in recent years
by tables. Those who are voting members must now be seated at a table.
Technology has brought creeping changes. While the oral reports of pastors were
ended in 1956, heads of denominational ministries continued to make oral reports.
Even these oral reports were ended. They were replaced by printed reports made
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Past Conference Leaders - PT Stengele, HB Musselman, TD Gehret
possible by mimeograph which allowed for each member of conference to read a report
for themselves. And mimeograph gradually gave way to photocopying. And now
photocopying is giving way to digital reproduction and electronic distribution. Even
minutes are published electronically. In theory, a member of conference could sit
through the whole conference and never touch a piece of paper.
The Annual Conference met in churches until 1969. The last church based Annual
Conference was held in 1968 in Bethany in Hatfield, Pennsylvania. Hosting conference
was a big task for a church. Meals had to be prepared and hospitality had to be
arranged in private homes. In 1969, the Conference met for the first time at the new
facility at Pinebrook Bible Conference. Meetings were held in the white chapel, meals
were served in the dining hall, and men could bed down in the new motel
accommodations. The needs of Conference were much easier to provide at the new
facility.
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The Conference has met every year since 1969 at Pinebrook Bible Conference with the
exception of two years, 1977 and 1978, when the facilities of Pinebrook Junior College
hosted the meetings. When the white chapel became inadequate, the larger Fellowship
Hall became the meeting place. Chairs were replaced by tables. Report books were
replaced by lap tops. Among the rules now is a reminder to turn off cell phones.
One can only guess what changes will come to the Conference in years to come. When
we are too many to meet in Fellowship Hall, where will we gather? At a convention
center? Will we vote electronically, perhaps through an app on our smart phones? Will
we include those from other countries by video conference? Questions like these are
not far-fetched. Who would have thought oral reports would give way to mimeograph
which gave way to photocopy which gave way to pdf? Who would have thought that
defining the bar as the first five rows would be declared to be the tables? And who
would have thought that the prohibition against talking and whispering would become a
reminder to turn off cell phones?
The first conference was paperless. Before long, we will be paperless again. But if we
had to explain why to the men who were at the first conference, they would be utterly
unable to understand. They did not need paper because they just wanted to agree that
they would preach the Gospel and be true to the word of God. Hopefully, the
technology that allows us to be paperless again will not complicate the goal of
preaching the Gospel and being true to the word of God. Conference has changed and
is changing but in the end, the goal must be the same as those men gathered for the
first conference in a house near Zionsville.
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