MC/08/32

World Church Relationships - Companions

1. Introduction: 

This paper seeks to draw together the proposals for building upon the role of senior Methodists in maintaining and developing World Church Relationships.  The paper is to be considered by the Connexional Leadership Team during its meeting on 1-2 April and a report of this discussion will be tabled at the Methodist Council, 15-16 April.

2. Background 

The background is found in a recommendation of the Project 6 group, which reviewed ‘our strategic understandings of world church partnerships and how they relate to Priorities for the Methodist Church.’ A key issue was how to move to a different type of relationship – less parent and child and more mutual.  The presiding bishop of the Methodist Church in Kenya for example said that 

‘We need to move more towards a relationship of brother & sister rather than funded and funder.  There is a real desire to continue the moves towards local financial autonomy over a 5-8 year period and we need to work with African churches on this.’ 

The Project Management Group (PMG), in exploring the preferences for partnership that were emerging, identified three key questions that therefore needed to be applied to the approach of the Methodist Church in Britain (BMC):

i. how do we most fruitfully sustain these relationships? 

ii. how do we decide to undertake joint activities?
iii. how do we hold the balance between them?
In assessing the roles of the area secretaries the PMG noted that a key part of their role was ‘diplomacy’.  The PMG was not totally happy with the word ‘diplomat’ but it seemed to express the role better than others available.  The supporting footnote stated, 

‘The PMG saw this go-between function currently being delivered by the Area Secretaries. Each of them is, for their area, the key representative / link person to whom partner churches relate. They know the churches and are the bearers of vision, seeking to help each to understand the other.’

The Council Reference Group reporting to the February 08 Council stated, ‘For Diplomat, the Reference Group recommends the term ‘Companion’ which carries resonances of reciprocity, those who break bread and journey together, though equivalents in other languages may express the concept better.’  This paper therefore uses the term Companion.

Recognising that aspects of diplomacy are in fact currently carried by senior Methodists in the BMC, there seemed an opportunity to expand the capacity to deliver this key function.  The proposal was to build upon the existing role of senior Methodists who make visits to partner churches in order to encourage longer-term relationship building and increase the capacity for the ‘diplomacy’ aspect that is currently primarily held by the area secretaries of the world church office. 

The consultations undertaken by the Project 6 group and following notice of motion ??? at the 2007 Conference clearly show the desire between the Methodist Church in Britain and its partner churches to be in deep relationship. The recommendation for there to be companions can only be one contribution to developing this. The companionship that is sought is from Church to Church and member to member and could not be contained in this specific proposal about Companions.

3. Current examples 

There are already examples of where what will be termed, in a more structured and formalised remit, Companions are operating. To give two instances, the first where a Chair of District has essentially operated in this role, the second where there is a clear opportunity for a Companion to carry the role:

· A Chair of District – participated in the Asia pacific conference in Hong Kong – represented BMC at the following year’s annual conference – developed links between Hong Kong theological formation and one of theological colleges in the UK – when the Hong Kong President has come to Britain, the Chair has made a point of meeting up with him – always reported – a closely defined role – not taken responsibility for the relationship.

· Korea – relationship with the Methodist Church Korea – partnership agreement signed at Conference – political dimension of reunification of North Korea – the area secretary was invited to play a role in part of ecumenical consortium to see how the Churches in South Korea could support North Korea. – this is something that a Companion could do specifically – it could be several weeks work a year.

Both instances demonstrate a need for planning strategic areas where the relationship can be held and developed by  the Companion.  The roles that Companions are called to are likely to be quite diverse. There is a need for planning – anticipating where having a Companion involved in the relationship would be an advantage

4. Companions - Main Tasks

A Companion will:

Act as a conduit and ‘listener’ for partner churches, sharing information and resources as necessary.

Represent the British Methodist Church to partner Churches, through visits, receiving visitors and sharing of information. 

Report back appropriately

Be representational at conferences (NOTE.  The BMC currently does not necessarily send a representative every year – in specific areas where we do send representatives every year it has not been the practice to send same person every time)

Hear the stories about grants – and commit to report back to the Grants officer.

Signed up to agreed protocols and principles of partnership working and practice.

Be a member of the World Church Forum

If a specific country is represented at the British Conference, attend the pre-conference consultation

5. Companions – qualities

Show adequate judgement 

The ability to grasp complex situations and relate them to others

The ability positively to represent the Methodist Church in Britain

Public speaking

Strong communicator

Relate theological understanding to different situations and contexts 

Organised

Strategic thinking

6. The Planning and managing of Companions

Individual diplomat/companion roles to be identified and described through the work of the World Church Relationships office.

A discerning recruiting/selection process to the roles to be developed

Companions to be agreed by Methodist council

Initial appointment for 3 years with possible extension to 6

Appointments made from senior people, lay and ordained, in the British Methodist Church. (What denotes ‘senior’ in this context still to be determined)

7. Partnership Co-ordinators

The role of the Partnership Co-ordinators working with Companions will be critical in terms of enabling, organising, ensuring strategic overview, research and back-up information. The report of to March Council 2007 helped define the way in which Partnership Co-ordinators (called co-ordinators following the work to the Council Reference Group and its report to Feb 2008 Council) will work with companions. 

‘The development of the Partnership Officer role is directed towards providing overall strategic support to partnerships in defined areas of the world by: 

· co-ordinating BMC activity in certain parts of the world, working with, for example: 

· Connexional Leadership Team (CLT) strategic leaders; 

· former Presidents and Vice-Presidents and Chairs of District; 

· World Methodist Council (British Committee) members; 

· people with specific expertise for specific pieces of work. 

· developing the capacity of CLT and others to take more strategic roles in partnership relationships; 

· maintaining and developing a ‘consistency’ of approach in relationships with Partner Churches and groups of Partner Churches, especially when aspects of the ‘diplomacy’ role are to be held by others in leadership positions in the Connexion; 

developing the sharing of information, mutuality and resources between Partner Churches and the BMC, including exchange visits where appropriate, using CLT and others.)’
8. The Road to Emmaus

The account of the encounter with Christ on the road to Emmaus may help provide an underpinning of the role of the Companion.  The friends were walking together when Jesus joined them. Stories were shared and they also shared a meal.  In the blessing of the meal Jesus was recognised and their eyes were opened.  Having experienced this encounter they returned to where they had come from.

9. Co-consultancy

It may be that the co-consultancy model is helpful in developing good practice for those appointed to be ‘companions’

‘The Emmaus road comes to mind, where two men walked away from Jerusalem, grappling with the distressing story of the death of Jesus; they encountered the risen Christ in their struggle. They recognised Christ in a moment of hospitality which flowed out of the debate on the road. Christ took their brokenness, listened to it, addressed it, but then was recognised in the gracious task of sharing food. We believe that Christ is with us on our journey and in our ministry, but too often unrecognised. Co-consultancy can be described as that generous hospitality: of listening and be listened to, of trusting and being trusted, of challenging and being challenged.  We have found where two or three co-consultants work together they too can experience Christ presiding over their explorations.’ COPLEY, LOVELL and NEW Epworth Review July 2000

10. Recommendations

a) That there is further discussion and development of the role of Companion.

b) That up to 6 pilot schemes for companions are identified and explored during 2008/2009.

