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Phased and Flexible Retirement for Presbyters and Deacons:

Making it Possible

1. Conference 2007 adopted the report ‘Policy on Phased and Flexible Retirement for Presbyters and Deacons’ (Agenda pp.136-138), hereafter ‘the 2007 report’, and received the report ‘Policy on Part-time Appointments’ (Agenda pp.129-153). These together set out the pathway for presbyters and deacons wishing to take up the option of flexible retirement. Conference agreed that the Methodist Church should adopt in principle a policy for phased or flexible retirement, but that it should not come into effect until 1 September 2009 to allow time to deal with issues outlined in the report. This report gives an update on progress towards that goal.

2. The 2007 report identified the need for clear procedures to enable questions to be openly explored and arrangements to be made that would be acceptable to all parties. It stated that ‘The normal process should be to curtail the full-time appointment and to construct a new part-time appointment.’ (Agenda p.137) This report recommends an agreed timetable for that process. Anyone seeking flexible retirement must give notice by the end of May in the penultimate year of the full-time appointment. This coincides with the normal timetable for stationing decisions to begin. Variations will be allowed for those seeking flexible retirement to begin in September 2009, as permitted by the 2007 Report, who will have been unable to meet this deadline. It must be made clear that there is no right to flexible retirement within the existing appointment. These recommendations should be included in the ‘Guide to Good Practice in Stationing’.

3. The 2007 report called for guidelines to be developed by the Connexional Allowances Committee and the Ministerial Benefits Office to secure parity of financial arrangements. These are under development and will be available in the course of the connexional year 2008/9.

4. The question of housing provision was identified as an area of possible major inequity. The Ordained Ministries Committee is to consult the Housing Association for a view on this. 

5. The policy of flexible retirement has implications for the way that the relationship between ordained ministers and the Church is viewed and expressed. The Ordained Ministries Committee is considering the following issues:

5.1 The term ‘supernumerary’ (‘surplus to requirements’) is no longer appropriate in view both of flexible retirement and of the active ministry of many supernumeraries. ‘Retired’ has the wrong connotations – presbyters and deacons do not retire from being who they are (SO 700(1)). It is however difficult to find an alternative term.

5.2 A supernumerary presbyter who has pastoral charge is required to apply to the Stationing Advisory Committee for permission to return to the active work (SO 792(3) & 793(1)). Someone who does this will normally also be in receipt of a stipend. There is however no necessary connection between being in the active work (i.e. having pastoral charge and therefore being under discipline to do those things by which a presbyter is held to account – staff meetings, circuit meetings, representative Synod etc.) and receiving a stipend. It should be made clear that a supernumerary/retired minister can have pastoral charge (and must therefore participate in all those means of proper accountability) and be in receipt of a stipend or pension or any combination of the two. 

5.3 This is a complex question which will involve careful thinking and clear definition about the covenant relationship between ministers and the Church (and will apply to ministers who are not ‘retired’ as well). These issues are explored in Section * of the report of the Stationing Review Group. The report ‘Releasing Ministers for Ministry’ (2002) states that ‘The covenantal relationship between ministers (presbyters) and the Church means that the Church is committed to respecting the gifts and circumstances of the individual minister, and the minister is committed to serving the priorities of the Church as much as possible. Such commitments require dialogue, trust and discipline on all sides.’ (Agenda p. 461) This is as true for presbyters – and deacons –  in receipt of a pension as for others. 

5.4 The Ordained Ministries Committee is in favour of encouraging greater flexibility and intentionality in the use made of the ministry offered by supernumeraries (in line with Recommendation ** of the Stationing Review Group). It wishes to explore a possible rewording of SO 792(3) on the basis that 

· a supernumerary minister (or whatever term is adopted) undertaking pastoral work is accountable to the minister in pastoral charge

· a supernumerary minister who has pastoral charge is accountable in the normal way (see SO 700)

It recognises that this has the potential to undermine the concept of ‘the active work’ which is foundational to our current understanding of presbyteral and diaconal ministry as defined in Standing Orders, but it believes that a series of developments (including the subject of this report and the matters considered by the Stationing Review Group) necessitate such a reconsideration.

5.5 Attention is being given to the nature of any written agreement between a supernumerary minister and a circuit as required by SO 792(2).

