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Taking forward the Stationing Review Group’s report

1. 
Introduction

1.1
The Stationing Review Group (SRG) reported to the Conference in 2008 (Agenda 2008, pp.481-524). This paper offers a way of taking forward the report, by indentifying:

· 12 strategic themes

· eight policy considerations

1.2
Of the 12 strategic themes, five are identified as requiring discussion by the Methodist Council. Further information about how these themes are to be discussed at the Council meeting will be circulated before the meeting.
1.3 Of the eight policy considerations, one is identified as requiring discussion by the Methodist Council. This consideration will be discussed by the Council at its February meeting.

1.4 This paper provides an overview of all the strategic themes and policy considerations identified in the SRG report.

2. 
Identifying strategic themes and policy considerations

2.1
At the Conference, the SRG report’s proposed resolutions were altered so that, instead of adopting the report’s 38 original recommendations, six recommendations were adopted (1, 2, 8, 11, 20 and 24) and the remainder were referred to the Methodist Council and the Stationing Committee.

2.2
In reflecting on the SRG’s report, the following considerations should be noted:

· the sensitivity of its subject matter, along with the importance of the changes proposed

· the wide range of issues covered by the report (e.g. ‘new ways of being circuit’, ecumenical collaboration, etc.) 
· the brevity of the debate at the Conference

· the need to engage with the substance of the report, and not with its recommendations alone

2.3
From both the recommendations and the substance of the report, this paper identifies:

· strategic themes, categorised as follows:

· for discussion by the Council (§3.1 below). These themes will require extensive discussion by the Council, and a degree of assent to sometimes radical proposals, before further work can be undertaken.

· for incorporation into existing work priorities (§3.2 below)

· for referral to the Director of Learning & Development, primarily as executive officer of the Training Strategy and Resources Executive (TSRE) (§3.3 below). These themes will require strategic consideration by the Director of Learning & Development and a subsequent report to the Council.

· for referral to the Secretary for External Relationships / the Secretary for Internal Relationships (§3.4 below). These themes will require strategic consideration by the Secretary for External Relationships / the Secretary for Internal Relationships and a subsequent report to the Council.

· policy considerations, all of which are recommended for consideration by the Stationing Committee, with the exception of §4.2 (removal of candidating age restriction), which was, by Notice of Motion 119, in part referred to the Council

3.
Strategic themes

3.1 
For discussion by the Council
3.1.1
The ministry of the people of God; Methodism as a movement / Methodist spirituality
Incorporating recommendations 2 [approved by the Conference], 3, 4A, 37

The report advocates further work on clarifying the nature of the ministry of the people of God. A range of considerations suitable for inclusion in this further work are noted, including:

· the traditional and distinctive ‘Methodist charism’ of ‘sharing of accountability and responsibility by lay and ordained’
· the factors which produce ‘minister-dependence’

· the need to clarify the distinction between ‘the ministry of the people of God in the world’ and ‘the ministry of all Christians within the corporate life of the Church’

· potential tensions between ‘the ministry of all Christians within the corporate life of the Church’ on the one hand and ordained ministry on the other, and the resulting need to clarify the practical shapes of elements of ordained ministry – the need for clarification being a central component of Recommendation 2, approved by the Conference
The report also advocates further work on the connected issues of:

· Methodism as ‘a movement of and for the Spirit’ 

· ‘a spirituality of being God’s people in a Methodist way’ 

These issues are connected in the report to:

· opening ‘diaconal ministry to those who do not feel called to belong to the [Methodist Diaconal] Order, as well as opening up membership of the Order to people other than deacons’

· ‘affirming the value of a Rule of Life’

· the opportunity for ‘community-based’ (as opposed to ‘church-based’) ministries, especially for those ‘who feel called to fresh expressions of ministry or evangelism’

3.1.2
Fixed-term authorised ministries*
Incorporating recommendation 30

The report notes that some younger people have been ‘put off entering ministry because of a seeming lifelong commitment to one particular type of ministry,’ and that ‘many who enter ministry with the best of intentions and become ordained, have chosen to opt out of circuit ministry.’ ‘Exploring ways of embracing those, especially the young, who may at present only be able to see shorter term horizons could enable valuable contributions to the mission of our church in today’s world to be harvested.’ 
3.1.3
Specialised ordained ministries

Incorporating recommendations 31, 34 [part]

The report advocates the explicit recognition of the focused nature of the call which some receive to specific expressions of ministry. Further considerations include the nature and limits of such a call, including its relationship to a call ‘to the “general practice”... of circuit-based ministry.’ The report highlights the learning, training and development implications of such a recognition, as well as the existing learning, training and development needs of ordained ministers stationed to ‘distinctive’ appointments.

3.1.4
Stationing: structure vs fluidity

Incorporating recommendations 8 [approved by the Conference], 9, 10, 12

The report directly addresses the stationing system at a conceptual and a practical level:

Conceptually, the report addresses the relationship between a ‘highly unified and controlled’ system of deployment and ‘a contemporary culture which emphasises diversity, fluidity and individual choice.’ ‘The task is to discern where the Holy Spirit is calling the Church to be counter-cultural and where to respond to promptings from within the culture. The beliefs underlying [the] report and reflected in many of its recommendations – that we must soften boundaries, loosen structures, and accept fuzziness, without losing accountability – reflect the SRG’s conviction that this is indeed God’s calling.’

Practical consequences of such a conviction include:

· retaining the ‘mixed economy’ approach to stationing (stationing directly, stationing by matching and stationing by advertisement); this recommendation was approved by the Conference

· ‘permitting each district a number or proportion of appointments to be filled by advertisement’ – mindful in particular of allowing for the ‘stationing and deployment of lay and ordained people in fresh expressions of Church’

· creating more flexible processes for the initial invitation and, in particular, the re-invitation of presbyters

· creating a flexible process of deploying presbyters locally, as well as connexionally, with the stationing matching ‘structured so as to deal with those widely available for stationing first, followed by those available within a defined geographical radius’
3.1.5
Intentionally unfilled stations
Incorporating recommendation 7

The report advocates ‘that Districts and Circuits always consider in the light of their agreed mission policy the possibility of not filling a station immediately upon a minister leaving.’

3.2
For incorporation into existing work priorities

3.2.1
Call, vocation and nurturing leadership talent
Incorporating recommendations 1 [approved by the Conference], 5

The report recommends that ‘the call to ministry, as lay or ordained, be heard afresh amongst Methodist people;’ the Conference approved this recommendation. The report further advocates that those called to a ministry of leadership in local church, circuit, district and connexional contexts be identified and nurtured through ‘God-centred planning for leadership.’

For incorporation into work on ‘Extending Discipleship and Exploring Vocation’
3.2.2
The shape and role of circuits
Incorporating recommendations 20 [approved by the Conference], 21, 22, 23

The report affirms the work of ‘Mapping a Way Forward’, in particular its proposals to create fewer circuits (the Conference approved the recommendation containing this affirmation), and recommends that ‘other than in exceptional circumstances defined by a District (such as a widespread rural area, city or significant town centre or an ecumenical team), single- and two- station Circuits cease, and be joined together or with others.’

The report also advocates greater strategic planning by circuits, church councils and clusters of churches, to enable a move ‘from the present generally independent and isolated approaches of individual churches towards shared and flexible ways of working that are appropriate for the area and communities covered by the Circuit. This includes how churches are arranged, grouped and supported and how mission activities are organised.’

For incorporation into work on ‘Mapping a Way Forward’
3.3
For referral to the Director of Learning & Development, primarily as executive officer of TSRE

3.3.1
Learning, training and development for participation in team ministry
Incorporating recommendation 4

The report highlights the ‘mixed economy of ministries’ present in most circuits (‘ordained presbyters and deacons in roles within and outside the Church, full-time or part-time, lay people employed as well as in formal voluntary posts and faithful members holding office’) and advocates the need for greater development of ‘collaborative partnership ways of working of a professional standard.’

3.3.2
Learning, training and development for superintendent ministers; nurturing ministers in their first appointment
Incorporating recommendations 34 [part], 35, 36

The report anticipates that, as circuits grow in size, ‘the superintendent’s role will become one of major leadership.’ Consequently ‘consideration of an offer of appointment as a superintendent minister [should become] conditional upon the satisfactory completion of a connexionally validated training programme.’

To ensure that ordained ministers are given ‘the best possible start in their ministry,’ the report advocates:

· ‘an increasingly rigorous approach to initial appointments to ensure good supervision and colleagueship throughout the term of the appointment’

· that ‘sufficient appointments suitable for probationers be designated across the connexion,’

· that a suitable appointment be defined in part by the presence of a superintendent whose ‘competence and willingness to supervise probationers’ has been tested

3.4
For referral to the Secretary for External Relationships / the Secretary for Internal Relationships

3.4.1
Ministry in rural areas
Incorporating recommendations 6, 38

The report advocates encouraging greater interest in rural ministry among ordained ministers, and the provision of specific learning, training and development for such ministry.

In the context of discussing the ‘ministry of all Christians within the corporate life of the Church’ (see §2.1.1 above), the report advocates further consideration of the distinctive nature of, and need for, such ministry in rural areas.

For referral to the Secretary for Internal Relationships
3.4.2
Comprehensive geographical presence through ecumenical collaboration
Incorporating recommendations 24 [approved by the Conference], 25, 26, 27, 28, 29

The report recommends that ‘ecumenical collaboration at church/parish, circuit/deanery and district/diocese/synod levels continue to be vigorously encouraged.’ The Conference approved this recommendation. Moreover, in seeking to counter increasing challenges to ‘an effective Christian Presence,’ especially in villages, the report advocates entering into ‘agreed commitments with partner churches resolving that at least one will retain an effective presence in all communities where such currently exists.’

For referral to the Secretary for External Relationships
3.4.3
The availability and expectations of supernumerary ministers
Incorporating recommendation 33

The report advocates structures, such as a ‘register and clearing house’, to enable churches, circuits and districts to ascertain more formally the availability and expectations of retired ministers.’

For referral to the Secretary for Internal Relationships
4. 
Policy considerations

4.1 
For consideration by the Stationing Committee
4.1.1
Stationing cycles
Incorporating recommendation 11 [approved by the Conference]

The report recommends, and the Conference approved, maintaining the status quo of one stationing cycle each year.

4.1.2
Stationing deacons
Incorporating recommendations 13, 14

The report advocates a greater ‘connexional overview’ of the stationing of deacons by:

· aligning more closely the presbyteral and diaconal stationing matching processes 

· increasing the role of Chairs of District in the diaconal stationing process

· appointing the chair of the Diaconal Stationing Sub-committee to membership of the Stationing Committee

4.1.3
Establishment figures

Incorporating recommendation 15

The report advocates retaining establishment figures (perhaps renamed ‘Ministry and Mission figures’), counted at district level, but recommends further work ‘to define those stations and posts to be included, and, in that light, what the initial figures shall be.’

4.1.4
Appointing Chairs of District
Incorporating recommendation 16 
The report recommends that ‘the present process for appointing District Chairs be retained, with the suggestion that candidates may apply directly as well as be nominated.’

4.1.5
Responsibility for stationing between the Conference and November
Incorporating recommendation 17

The report recommends ‘that presbyteral stationing matters arising between the end of the Conference and the beginning of the next year’s stationing cycle be the responsibility, under the direction of the President, of the convenor of the Stationing Action Group.’ The report advocates that the Warden of the Methodist Diaconal Order, who is responsible for diaconal stationing matters arising in the same period, liaise with the Stationing Action Group when diaconal matters arise.

4.1.6
Grant funding security prior to profile submission / advertisement
Incorporating recommendation 18

The report recommends ‘that all grant applications must have received consent before (a) any profiles are submitted for diaconal, presbyteral or probationer appointments or (b) any post is advertised.’

4.1.7
Priority stationing for island districts
Incorporating recommendation 19
The report recommends that ‘up to two of the changing stations in each of the island Districts (Shetland, Isle of Man and Channel Islands) be included in phase one of stationing matching.’

4.2 
For consideration by the Council
Removal of candidating age restriction
Incorporating Notice of Motion 119 [incorporating recommendation 32]
The report recommends, contrary to Notice of Motion 135 carried at the 2007 Conference, that ‘the maximum possible flexibility be applied to the admission of candidates at the upper end of the age scale.’ Notice of Motion 119, carried at the 2008 Conference, directs the Council to identify the implications of admission for older candidates (in respect of pension, housing, stationing, etc.).

* Important conceptual background to this strategic theme is provided in the Preface to Section 2: The processes and rules which govern itinerancy are not sacrosanct in themselves. They are designed to ensure that the work of God is effectively carried out and overseen throughout the connexion. Historically this was judged to be best done by stationing presbyters in appointments which, although they offered the possibility of many kinds of activity, were basically structured around the care and oversight of the Local Churches which constituted the mission bases. Although there always were exceptions to this pattern, it is fair to say that the present situation is fundamentally different. Described in much of the literature as post-Christendom, today it is characterised by a wide gulf between many Local Churches and their mission field. The question must be pressed as to whether the present system of stationing is the most appropriate for a Church that is serious about being structured for mission. Is Methodism still the kind of movement that should be governed by John Wesley’s famous dictum, ‘Go not to those who need you, but to those who need you most’? [Preface to Section 2, §2; my emphasis]
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