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Local Preachers – Policy Issues

1 Introduction
Local Preachers are a crucial part of the life of the Methodist Church. The thirty thousand or so individuals who commit their time to preaching, teaching and leading worship form one of the biggest recognised groups within the Connexion. It has become evident that further work is required to determine the ways in which the Connexional Team can uniquely or best support the ministry of Local Preachers, working collaboratively with District officers and through the Regional Training Networks (RTNs).
A number of key policy issues concerning (a) Learning & Development and (b) networking and decision-making at the Connexional level have been highlighted in recent months. These issues are itemised below in §2. Alongside work to ensure that existing arrangements operate as efficiently as possible, the Connexional Team will also work to develop, refresh and challenge the Church’s strategic thinking about the ministry of Local Preachers. Some initial strategic issues for discussion are included in §3.

2 Key policy issues
2.1
Faith & Worship

The suitability of the Faith & Worship course – with regard to content and delivery – is being questioned in many places. The Methodist Council has validated three alternative courses. An alternative model of delivery is currently being piloted in the London District, in which interest has been shown by officers from other Districts and RTNs. The role of the Methodist RTNs and the ecumenical Regional Training Partnerships (RTPs) in further developments is key, as is the provision of clearer Connexional guidelines (perhaps involving the development of a ‘Training Schedule’, as recommended in the Anglican Hind Report on training).

2.2
Accreditation of Prior Learning & Experience (APEL)

There are many requests for ‘transfers’ into our system. Many of those offering themselves bring years of experience and study, but find themselves deterred by the current APEL process. How do we best assess those from other traditions who offer themselves to our Circuits? How do we introduce flexibility into a system that is seen by some as being too rigid, while maintaining high standards?

2.3
Ecumenical cooperation

There are many connections to be made with both the Church of England and the United Reformed Church [as well as exploring relationships in Scotland and Wales]. How do we share resources and enable those training for this kind of ministry to learn with others outside our tradition, while ensuring that we can still teach about our tradition? The RTPs are keen to find a role in this work, and there have been positive signs from the Church of England about further cooperation.

2.4
Continuing development

The need for continuing learning and development for Local Preachers is well recognised. Many Districts and Circuits deliver robust programmes. However, questions arise over the consistency of provision across the Connexion, as well as over the take-up of such provision. 

2.5
Regional Training Networks

It will be important to consider how the RTNs can be involved in the local delivery of initial and continuing learning and development.
2.6
Networking and decision-making at the Connexional level

There is an urgent need, identified again during the review of Connexional committees, to address the Connexional bodies that are involved in this area. At present there exists a generalist Connexional committee, a Connexional studies board, an annual meeting of District officers and tutors, and a Methodist Council group which validates alternatives to Faith & Worship. Staff in the Discipleship & Ministries Cluster are currently working on revised networking and decision-making structures for consideration by the Methodist Council.

3 
Strategic development

The Priorities for the Methodist Church emphasise three elements of significance to the ministry of Local Preachers:

· God-centred worship and prayer

· the capacity to speak of God and faith in ways that make sense to all involved

· fresh ways of being Church

While Local Preachers play a continuing and vital part in maintaining the witness of local churches, can their ministry be adapted to incorporate more focus on these three elements? In particular, should the ministry of Local Preachers be expanded to incorporate an emphasis on community-based (as opposed to church-based) ministries, eg fresh expressions, pioneer ministry, chaplaincy, and children and youth work?

4 
A Way ahead

The staff of the Discipleship & Ministries Cluster who have operational responsibility for carrying out the policies set by the Council in this area are keen that we start work immediately on consulting as widely as possible to develop a new training package for Local Preaching. To do this properly we want to consult with many individuals and groups, ensuring that those preaching are central to the process. Mindful of the great distress that is being caused to many with the current arrangements we wish to ask Council, under Standing Order 565 (2), to enable the Team to respond as flexibly as it can in the interim period until we are able to bring to Council and Conference the new plan.

Resolution  The Council delegates to the relevant Connexional Team members all the responsibilities associated with the training of Local Preachers. It asks them to be as flexible as possible in the interpretation of existing policies until new training programmes are agreed.

The following are a suggested list of questions for the Council to use as the basis of a discussion on Local Preaching which will form part of the consultation.

Questions for discussion

What models of Local Preaching have you found helpful? What models of Local Preaching have you found unhelpful?

What are the key Learning & Development areas for Local Preachers which require attention?

How can the Church’s authorised ministries (including Local Preachers) contribute to fresh ways of being Church in the spheres of worship, learning and caring, service and evangelism?

