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Connexional Team responses to the resourced debate at Conference 2008
Basic Information

	Contact Name and Details
	Steve Hucklesby – hucklesbys@methodistchurch.org.uk

	Status of Paper
	Update

	Action Required
	Information

	Draft Resolution


	N/a

	Alternative Options to Consider, if Any
	N/a




Summary of Content

	Subject and Aims


	The themes of ‘telling our story’ and Christian lifestyle were well represented in discussions during the resourced debate at 2008 Methodist Conference.   This report demonstrates how these themes resonate with priorities identified by the Methodist Council and evolving plans of the Connexional Team.

	Main Points


	An outline of strategies to support Methodists across the Connexion:-

a) to use the media effectively and speak with clarity on key concerns facing our society today.

b) to identify appropriate measures to encourage a fairer distribution of wealth and achieve more sustainable lifestyles

	Background Context and Relevant Documents (with function)


	· 2008 Conference debate ‘What has the Church to offer to today’s rapidly changing society?’

· Council paper MC/08/93 discussed Team work priorities including addressing issues emerging from this debate

	Consultations


	· Joint Public Issues Team

· World Church Relationships

· Communications and Campaigns


Summary of Impact 

	Wider Connexional


	Those in circuits or districts who undertake media work.   

	External (e.g. ecumenical)
	The Joint Public Issues Team works closely with the United Reformed Church and the Baptist Union to make joint public statements when possible.

	Risk
	In speaking out or campaigning, there is always a risk of being misquoted or misunderstood by the general public or disagreed with by some Methodists.

Saying nothing or only bland things risks being ignored altogether.


Connexional Team responses to the resourced debate at Conference 2008

At the Conference of 2008, there was a debate ‘What has the Church to offer to today’s rapidly changing society?’, which was resourced by external speakers. As a result of the consequent group discussions, there were a large number of written outcomes of an immediate rather than researched nature, and it has been important to identify some common themes and directions.  In October, the Team undertook to report on action taken in light of this debate on two key themes.

1 
Raising our voices – speaking with boldness and clarity

Objective

Enable Methodists across the Connexion to use the media effectively and speak with clarity on key concerns facing our society today.

1.1
Comments from the resourced debate

One theme that came across strongly from the resourced debate was that of communication.  There was a desire for the Methodist Church to have a greater presence in the media and to be engaged in practice and politically on issues of social justice.  

Comments included:-

“We need to tell the ‘big story’ of God from beginning to end”

“We must engage politically and speak up on national issues”

“We need to enthuse and energise more of our people to be involved in social action for Jesus”

“The Church should become a campaigning organ”

“We need to be bold – speaking to the media with pride and confidence”

“We need a prophetic voice to engage with culture”

1.2 Current/past media and campaign work

The Connexional Team’s media work has always provided a rapid and pro-active service (working out of hours where required), as well as offering crisis management support to District Chairs and a certain amount of support to District Communication Officers in achieving local media coverage.

In the reconfigured Team we have slightly increased our MCH media service staff capacity, and the Communication and Campaigns Team have recently adopted a strap line ‘Plan early! Plan often! Be bold!’ However, being successful in achieving coverage is dependent on a number of factors and is certainly not guaranteed simply though issuing clear and bold press releases. The secular media does not take up Church statements because they are proud, confident or even recognisably prophetic. It does so if they emerge in a timely way and recognisably constitute a ‘story’. The Church being against sin and for the Gospel does not constitute a story.

Also, although Anglican and Catholic Archbishops easily attract the attention of the secular media, there is less demand for a Methodist angle and the nature of Methodist leadership roles is less well understood. 

Nevertheless, a distinctive Methodist voice has featured prominently, not only in the church media, but also in the secular press and broadcast media on several occasions in recent months, as a result of speedy, proactive and creative media work or through building up the expertise and reputation to attract prominence on certain issues and campaigns.

· The atheist London bus campaign, (BBC London, London Tonight, the Sun, etc)

· Gambling – Category C slot machine proposals (BBC News 24, The Times, Daily Mail, etc.)

· UK carbon targets – (BBC News Online, BBC Radio Kent) 

1.3 
Case study – responding quickly to an unexpected opportunity. 

 A recently launched campaign, supported by Professor Richard Dawkins and others, has posted adverts on the outside of London buses: ‘There is probably no God – so stop worrying and enjoy your life.’ When this was first mooted, the Methodist Church media team offered a robust response thanking Richard Dawkins for his continued interest in God and the opportunity offered for lively debate in the streets on the nature of belief. This approach presented the Methodist Church as genuinely open to debate and therefore very different from the stereotypes of Church that atheists often portray. As a result, the media were intrigued and we therefore achieved prime time TV slots on the same day which offered the opportunity to speak about what we meant by belief in God. 

1.4 
Case study – building up respected expertise 
In order to establish a presence in the press and broadcast media it is necessary to develop a level of trust with journalists and broadcasters. The Methodist Church has built a reputation for expertise on gambling legislation.   This reputation has arisen from the award winning campaign work of the public issues team during the introduction of the Gambling Act.  This work was successful in ensuring greater protection for children and problem gamblers in the final legislation.  

The Methodist Church work on gambling since the introduction of the Act has been more sporadic in nature responding at key moments, for example when the government has issued invitations for consultation or when events have attracted media attention and debate.  In December 2008 a Department of Media, Culture and Sport (DCMS) consultation was issued which included a proposal to double the stakes (to £1) and jackpots (to £70) on Category C slot machines that are present in pubs and other public places.  Our concern that such massive increases will swell the incidence of problem gambling has been brushed aside by the DCMS.  

The BBC on the basis of our previous work in this area contacted the Methodist Church and we responded to a request to explain our concerns on the BBC News Channel that evening.  The Methodist Church, ecumenical partners and other agencies submitted responses to the DCMS consultation.  Regrettably these have failed to persuade the DCMS to modify their course and a more prominent and public campaign will now be pursued.  

This case study demonstrates the value of building a reputation for a distinctive and informed view on topics and the level of exposure that can result. However it shows that influencing government decision making is difficult, especially where there are powerful vested interests making the opposite case.

1.5 
Forward plans

The October Council debated a report towards developing a communications strategy, and the fruit of this debate and further strategic planning will be brought to the meeting of the April Council.

The Joint Public Issues Team, working across the Methodist Church, the United Reformed Church and the Baptist Union, is also developing a focused public issues communication strategy aimed at:

· Developing more effective two-way communication between the Joint Public Issues Team and local church activists and practitioners.

· Better informing and stimulating reflection through a wider sharing of the work of the Joint Public Issues Team across our churches 

· Building more sophisticated mechanisms for communication that enable the Joint Public Issues Team to tailor communications to individuals on the basis of their interests

· Gathering further examples of local churches and people engaging in social justice and ensuring that these stories are told.

This strategy fulfils another aspiration of the resourced debate, namely to:

‘work together with other denominations and faith communities on these issues wherever possible, with sensitivity.’

2. 
Discipleship and Responsible Living

Objective

During a time of recession to reflect on economy and ecology, identifying appropriate measures to encourage a fairer distribution of wealth and more sustainable lifestyles.

2.1 
Comments from the resourced debate

‘One thing we could offer as Methodists is a specifically Christian lifestyle. To be a Christian means to live differently and to live more simply that others may simply live.’

One of the key realities about working on public issues is that the salience of different issues will change, sometimes drastically, within a short space of time. Few of us could have foreseen in July 2008 how fundamentally challenged the whole global economy would shortly become as a result of banking practices based on spiralling levels of debt and consumption.

During times of economic crisis the Church has often been called upon to support those most vulnerable and to reassert values that Christians have always held but which have achieved a sudden relevance.

2.2 
A rapidly convened reflection day for Churches on the economic crisis
During the autumn the Joint Public Issues Team initiated plans for a major symposium which took place in January. Organised in collaboration with Churches Together in Britain and Ireland to achieve the widest possible audience, it was entitled:
‘The economic crisis – towards sustainable communities and livelihoods.’

A wide range of eminent speakers was fielded including Bob Goudzwaard, Anne Pettifor and John Ellis, and the event attracted over a hundred people from across the denominations, including senior Church leaders. The audience heard and were struck by a call from the Church of South India urging developed nations to reflect on ‘the richness of sufficiency’.  

2.3 
Response of the Team 

The current crisis in the financial sector offers an opportunity, unparalleled in recent years, to appropriately regulate the mechanisms for wealth creation such that the livelihoods and ecology are protected. We are therefore planning to resource local churches as follows:

2.4 
Analysis and reflection

· Make available the analysis and learning from the symposium The Economic Crisis: Towards sustainable communities and lifestyles 

· Bring together learning from Methodist and other churches who are developing projects within their local communities to protect those particularly vulnerable to the impact of recession

· Provide inspirational resources to aid reflection and offer practical advice on Christian lifestyle 

· Make available reflection on ethics in business using a network of Methodist people in business and commerce

· Gather together reflection from world Church partners to offer perspectives from a range of cultural and economic settings and explore how churches in the UK might assist partners overseas with adaptation to climate change.

2. 5 
Advocacy and local action

· Support the institutional church in the UK in reducing its carbon footprint

· Engage with the UK and EU parliaments on regulatory reform

· Mindful of the responses of world Church partners, work with Christian Aid and others to modify policies and reform institutional structures in order to reduce inequality and protect the environment

· Highlight the call for concerted global action on climate change in advance of COP15 in Copenhagen (Nov/Dec 2009) and help Methodists to campaign effectively

The proceedings of the symposium on the economic crisis can be found on the CTBI website: www.ctbi.org.uk/cfha/357
