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Discussion streams for taking forward the Stationing Review Group’s report
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	Final

	Action Required
	Discussion

	Draft Resolution


	N/A


Summary of Content

	Subject and Aims


	This paper accompanies a paper already circulated to Council members in preparation for this meeting: Taking forward the Stationing Review Group’s report [MC/08/92].
This paper identifies three discussion streams which incorporate the strategic themes identified as requiring discussion by the Council in Taking forward the Stationing Review Group’s report 

Discussion will take place in small groups. 

The small groups will be organised by discussion stream. 

You are asked to give some thought before you arrive at the Council meeting as to whether you have a preference about which stream you would like to discuss. Preferences will be gathered at the opening plenary session of the Council. 


Discussion streams for taking forward the Stationing Review Group’s report



Introduction

1.
The Stationing Review Group (SRG) reported to the Conference in 2008 (Agenda 2008, pp.481-524). In a paper already circulated to Methodist Council members, Taking forward the Stationing Review Group’s report [MC/08/92], some strategic themes in the report were identified as requiring discussion by the Council. 

2.
On the following pages, three discussion streams are identified, based on three quotations from the report, and incorporating the strategic themes identified as requiring discussion by the Council. The discussion streams are:

A. ‘Our roots as a movement’ 

B. ‘Ministries that are community-based’ 

C. ‘Diversity, fluidity and individual choice’
3.
For each of the three discussion streams, questions are posed about vision and detail. Space is provided in the central column, under each question, for you to make notes before you arrive at the Council meeting. Some relevant extracts from the report are also provided in the right-hand column.
4.
Discussion will take place in small groups on the first day of the Council meeting. Consolidated reports from the small groups will be presented to a plenary session on the second day.

5.
The small groups will be organised by discussion stream. You are therefore asked to give some thought before you arrive at the Council meeting as to whether you have a preference about which stream you would like to discuss. Preferences will be gathered at the opening plenary session of the Council.
A. ‘Our roots as a movement’

Vision

The report sketches a vision of a Methodist Church that is a ‘movement of and for the Spirit.’ One mark of such a movement would be an increasing commitment ‘to groups of people rather than to buildings.’ Ordained ministers would support ‘groups of disciples in a disciplined spiritual life.’ 

This is contrasted with the ‘minister-dependence’ of today’s Methodist Church. 


In what ways is this an attractive vision?

(
What are this vision’s weaknesses?

(

Extracts from the SRG report:

In the coming decades of Christian mission and witness, our commitment will increasingly need to be to groups of people rather than to buildings. Having a strong spiritual base will be vital, and that may come from a return to our roots as a movement with small cell groups and perhaps by more widely embracing membership of a religious order. [R3, §3]

We recommend that the Methodist Church re-examines the implications of our being a movement, and seeks a spirituality of being God’s people in a Methodist way. [R3, Recommendation 3]

We believe that many factors have combined to produce ‘minister-dependence’ in British Methodism (and not in this part of the Church alone), despite the Conference reports in 1988 and 1990 seeking to point a different way.

We might identify:

· Loss of confidence in ‘ordinary members’ being able to talk of God in an environment that is indifferent or hostile, contrasting with the early days of lay class-meetings and societies

· A generally increased expectation of service being provided by professionals which affects e.g. MPs and healthcare workers as well as ministers

· Loss of expectation of ‘ordinary members’ that they need to contribute – why not just leave it to the minister?

· A time-poor society where Church may be regarded as one leisure activity among many others

· Work and other pressures on lay people that preclude greater commitment to Church activities. [R2, §1]

A. ‘Our roots as a movement’

Detail #1

This vision would require an emphasis on nurturing spirituality, and on the ‘personal growth, commitment and support’ of Methodist people, in order to develop a ‘strong spiritual base.’ 


From your experience, where – within or without the Methodist Church – have you seen successful attempts to nurture spirituality of this sort?

(
Where should the Methodist Church focus its efforts to nurture spirituality?

(
What priority should be given to nurturing spirituality?

(

Extracts from the SRG report:

Religious orders, those who live by a Rule of Life, have often been renewal movements in the life of the Church throughout history - as the Methodist Diaconal Order has reminded us…

§ In our earlier reports and proposals SRG sought to find radical ways forward as our remit encouraged, and suggested that reviewing the distinction between diaconal ministry and its religious order dimension might offer certain benefits. We said that this could appropriately open diaconal ministry to those who do not feel called to belong to the Order, as well as opening up membership of the Order to people other than deacons. We received some affirming feedback on these ideas, whilst at the same time being aware of their profound nature and consequences. Also, whilst we emphasised that we do not wish to trespass on the self-government of the Order, the Conference Report What is a Deacon? does affirm that ordination to diaconal ministry is a matter for the whole Connexion and not the Order alone.

§ We believe that these issues may come to be addressed sooner or later but, for now, we judge that proposing to separate diaconal ministry from religious order is a step too far.

In affirming the value of a Rule of Life and the sense of spiritual sustenance derived from belonging to an Order, we do reflect the aspirations of many people who feel that more work and prayer would be most helpful on the whole aspect of personal growth, commitment and support and refer our recommendation below to the Connexional Leadership Team for further development. [R3, §§3-5]

A. ‘Our roots as a movement’

Detail #2

This vision would require a shared understanding among Methodist people of the nature and role of ordained ministry and lay ministry. 

The SRG report makes the suggestion that such a shared understanding does not exist. 

However there have been many reports to the Conference on these matters, establishing Methodist policy (e.g. The Ministry of the People of God (1988), Called to Love and Praise (1999), What is a Presbyter? (2002), What is a Deacon? (2004)).


What degree of shared understanding do you think exists among Methodist people of the nature and role of ordained ministry and lay ministry?

(
How could shared understanding among Methodist people of the nature and role of ordained ministry and lay ministry be improved?

(

Extracts from the SRG report:

We recommend that the Methodist people be encouraged to reflect on ‘what ordained ministers are called to be and do’, to enable them to be released for those things, and in order overtly to recognise and encourage the calling of lay people in many expressions of ministry. [R2, Recommendation] 

We recommend that the Conference commissions a fresh piece of work on our distinctive understanding of Lay Ministry, to be brought to a future Conference by way of report within an appropriate timescale. [R4, Recommendation 4A]

Successive Conference reports, as already mentioned, have affirmed the foundational nature of the ministry of the whole people of God though the SRG believes that this insight is too often neglected... At the same time, those ordained or authorised to connexional offices (deacons, presbyters and local preachers) have been examined and trained to bear a role and to hold office, and those appointed to other roles have a defined responsibility within those roles. These differences are a source of strength in a team situation if their nature is understood so that proper use is made of each. The leadership and representative role of the ordained needs to be understood in a non-hierarchical way which still acknowledges its spiritual dimension. [R4, §2] 

We note that implementing these recommendations will involve careful thought as to exactly where presbyters and deacons are needed most. We see evidence that such thought and planning is already taking place, but we believe that the connexion needs greater clarity as to the practical shapes of:

· the nature of pastoral work, pastoral responsibility and pastoral charge and the relationship between them

· the place of sacramental ministry within the ministry of the whole people of God

· the role of the presbyter as ‘resident (or itinerant) theologian’ in a local community

· the role of the deacon as the focus and representative of the Church’s servant ministry

· the shape of lay calling that is focused on God’s mission in both Church and secular contexts, rather than just on resourcing Church activities. [R2, §4]
A. ‘Our roots as a movement’

Detail #3

This vision would require increased ‘sharing of accountability by lay and ordained’ and greater working ‘in a mixed economy of ministries – 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.’

What is your experience of this ‘mixed economy of ministries’? What are its strengths and weaknesses?

(

Extracts from the SRG report:

We are aware of the danger of invoking a mythical past when seeking to identify a Methodist charism, but we do believe that the sharing of accountability and responsibility by lay and ordained is a vital element of who Methodists are, and a gift that we have to offer to the wider church. We want to offer this report as a means by which ordained ministry may be better fitted to carry out its primary function: to support groups of disciples in a disciplined spiritual life which includes public worship and private devotion, personal acts of mercy and public acts of justice. [R2, §2]

As Circuits are increasingly working in a mixed economy of ministries – 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 – there is an urgent need to develop collaborative partnership ways of working of a professional standard.

Our consultations have reinforced the strong perception (among both ministers and laity) that the burden of administration placed on both presbyters and deacons is too heavy. This is not all bad: the area of Safeguarding, for example, illustrates how administrative procedures bring to light wrongdoing in situations that were formerly taken on trust. Not all presbyters are bad administrators and not all lay people are good ones: nor should administration be assumed as the main lay contribution to a ministry team. But this is an area where team working is perceived to have the potential to produce more effective ministry. 

The training of such collaborative teams must include awareness of the significance of the different roles within the ministry of the whole people of God, and exploration of new ways of developing them for mission. Commitment to such ministry, expressed in public liturgy and private prayer, is essential. [R4, §3-5]

B. ‘Ministries that are community-based’

Vision

The report sketches a vision of a Methodist Church that offers ‘great opportunities for ministries that are community-based rather than church-based.’ 

This is contrasted with the emphasis in today’s Methodist Church on ministries concerned with ‘the care and oversight of Local Churches,’ which are often now detached from their mission field.


In what ways is this an attractive vision?

(
What are this vision’s weaknesses?

(

Extracts from the SRG report:

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]
B. ‘Ministries that are community-based’

Detail #1

This vision could involve an emphasis on fresh expressions, pioneer ministry, external chaplaincy, youth work, etc. 


From your experience, where – within or without the Methodist Church – have you seen successful attempts to nurture ministries of this sort?

(
Where should the Methodist Church focus its efforts to nurture ministries of this sort?

(
What priority should be given to nurturing ministries of this sort?

(


B. ‘Ministries that are community-based’

Detail #2

This vision could involve discerning and nurturing the focussed call of individuals to ministries such as fresh expressions, pioneer ministry, external chaplaincy, youth work, etc.


Do you support discerning and nurturing a focussed call to such specific ministries?

(

Extracts from the SRG report:

There are many expressions of and great opportunities for ministries that are community-based rather than church-based. There is evidence that a number of people who feel called to fresh expressions of ministry or evangelism are very enthusiastic to exercise that ministry, but do not feel called, or see themselves, as a presbyter in circuit ministry – though there are many who do. [R37, §1, part]

We recommend that, in an increasingly diverse society, the Church calls for and explicitly recognises the particular gifts all people offer to ordained ministry and the focused nature of their call, so that they may be appropriately stationed for specific expressions of ministry in the life of the church. We recognise that this applies to candidating, training and subsequent stationing. [R31, Recommendation]

At times Methodist Church candidating procedures have found difficulty in accommodating people with a very definite call to a specific form of ministry. The church is littered with those who have struggled with the system as candidates, yet still feel the call of God on their lives. Further, one of the effects of ‘one training fits all’ is that we have some excellent all round ministers but haven’t been able to equip those with particular gifts and graces. [R31, §2]

We therefore believe that the assumption that, within a framework of lifelong ordination, both initial and lifelong commitment will be to a particular expression of ministry should be challenged. 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. They hear God’s call in unwonted ways. [R30, §4]

B. ‘Ministries that are community-based’

Detail #3

This vision could involve not filling a station immediately upon a minister leaving, to permit a ‘creative opportunity to reflect and take stock.’

Do you support such a consideration?

(

Extracts from the SRG report:

We recommend that, from September 2008, Circuits should view an unfilled station as a creative opportunity to reflect and take stock, and therefore 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. [R7, Recommendation]

We suggest that districts can offer to support circuits through a process of reflection and discernment and that local churches be proactively encouraged to understand the purpose and value of the breathing space. Moreover, a planned unfilled station period enables proper arrangements for ministry and oversight to be put in place beforehand. [R7, §5]

C. ‘Diversity, fluidity and individual choice’

Vision

The report sketches a vision of a Methodist Church that will ‘soften boundaries, loosen structures, and accept fuzziness’ in its stationing system, in order to remove some ‘highly unified and controlled’ stationing practices that are ‘less and less acceptable, especially to younger generations.’
Extracts from the SRG report:

Methodist culture tends to militate against flexibility and fluidity, generally favouring a neat and tidy approach. The existence of a framework of accountability, embodied in Standing Orders, is what guarantees the connexional nature of our Church and the overall authority (episkope) of the Conference. The confirming of the stations on the last morning of the Conference may appear as an annual ritual but it represents the means by which the Conference is assured that it has oversight of the whole life of the Church through the accountability of the presbyters and deacons that it stations. Traditional practices embody long-standing core beliefs. Methodism is held together as a Church by being in connexion and connexion is expressed through an agreed authority structure, not by a voluntary agreement >>


In what ways is this an attractive vision?

(
What are this vision’s weaknesses?

(

<< between a group of believers or by the episkope of individuals. Modifying its practices may have profound consequences.

The highly unified and controlled nature of Methodist organisation is at odds with many aspects of a contemporary culture which emphasises diversity, fluidity and individual choice. Each succeeding generation seemingly becomes more at ease with these trends and sees certain values in them. Indeed, some respondents observed that the present stationing matching process has paternalistic overtones that are less and less acceptable, especially to younger generations, and it is perceived as more valued by the Church than by individuals. 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 this 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. As we have said, there is a balance to be struck. Offering the Church the freedom to respond more easily, relevantly and quickly to today’s challenges and opportunities within the context of increasingly diverse communities is not mere conformity to a ‘secular’ agenda: it is an embodiment of the Church’s Priorities for mission.

Nevertheless there is a fundamental discipline of belonging – affirming the essentially connected nature of Christian living in the service of God’s mission - which is at the heart of the Methodist understanding, not just of being Church, but of being Christian. In the Methodist Church this fundamental discipline is strongly expressed and upheld through the discipline of stationing. It is for this reason that this report acknowledges that modifying these practices may have profound consequences, and we must be careful that softening boundaries, loosening structures and encouraging greater flexibility does not become too slippery a slope. [Introduction, §§1.4.6-8]

C. ‘Diversity, fluidity and individual choice’

Detail #1

This vision could involve offering lengthier / open-ended invitations to ministers. 


Do you support such invitations?

(
How would you relate such invitations to the Methodist principles of ‘sending’, itinerancy and connexionalism?

(

Extracts from the SRG report:

We received much feedback about the re-invitation process and the length of initial invitations and suggest that a review be undertaken. 

There is a strong feeling, particularly though not wholly amongst presbyters, that the approach to re-invitation presumes the presbyter will be leaving unless invited to stay. For some, it carries deeply felt, albeit unintended, negative connotations. This derives in part from an initial invitation being for a fixed period of (normally) five years. Evidence was offered to SRG that, again reflecting the diversity of mission, it might be appropriate for initial appointments sometimes to be for fewer years but more often for longer (as ministry takes time to develop), or that they should simply be open-ended, with review milestones. [R8/9/10, §7]

C. ‘Diversity, fluidity and individual choice’

Detail #2

This vision could involve permitting ministers to make themselves available for stationing only within a defined geographical area. 


Do you support such a system?

(
How would you relate such a system to the Methodist principles of ‘sending’, itinerancy and connexionalism?

(

Extracts from the SRG report:
We propose therefore:

a) That the question of the variable deployability of presbyters should be handled through the stationing system alone and not through the creation of a separate category of presbyter,

b) The stationing matching process should be structured so as to deal with those widely available for stationing first, followed by those available within a defined geographical radius,

c) The number of appointments in each District to be filled in the ‘connexional round’ and the ‘local round’ would be declared by the District Chair at the start of the process,

d) Those available to be stationed in any particular year would therefore indicate in which part of the process they wished to be considered,

e) The church would provide a manse and stipend where appropriate but would have no obligation to provide stipend or manse if no appointment could be found for those locally deployable, who could however be stationed in any appointment within their specified range,

f) All appointments and presbyters changing in a year would be included in the stationing matching material to ensure transparency and uphold connexional principles. [R12, §12]
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