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1.0
The 2012 Conference agreed the reply to Memorial M29: Blessing civil partnerships.  

M29
Blessing civil partnerships


Since the human sexuality debate at the Derby Conference of 1993, Methodism has sought to respond faithfully to ‘our calling’ to become a truly inclusive church. This journey has been a painful one for many people with strong views on either side of the debate about human sexuality in general, and the blessing of the civil partnerships of faithful gay and lesbian couples in particular.

The passing of the Civil Partnership Act in 2004 made it legal for gay and lesbian couples to have their relationships recognised and the Equalities Act 2010 made it possible for these relationships to be celebrated on church premises. However the Methodist Conference has confirmed that the blessing of the civil partnerships of gay or lesbian couples may not take place on Methodist premises.


Recognising that the blessing of the Civil Partnerships of gay or lesbian couples remains a very difficult issue within the church, the Birmingham District Synod (R) (Present: 115. Voting: 89 for, 20 against) nevertheless concludes that it is no longer tenable to deny God’s blessing on a relationship between two people who have promised to love and care for each other within the commitment of a civil partnership, solely on the grounds of their sexuality. We therefore request that the ruling of the Conference should be revisited through the appropriate councils of our Church, giving attention to our understanding of ‘marriage’, ‘partnership’ and particularly ‘blessing,’ reporting to the Conference of 2013, in the hope that we will allow the blessing of civil partnerships of gay or lesbian couples on Methodist premises.

Reply

The Conference thanks Birmingham Synod for its memorial.


The Conference last voted on the issue of the blessing of Civil Partnerships on Methodist premises in 2006 as part of the Pilgrimage of Faith report. In that report the Conference noted that there was a wide divergence of opinion within the Methodist Church, but directed that the 1993 Resolutions on Human Sexuality “precluded the possibility of authorised liturgies being adopted for the blessing of same-sex relationships and that Methodist premises may not be used for such a purpose”. Subsequently, the 2007 working group on the 1993 Resolutions on Human Sexuality also recommended that the Methodist Council should not seek to review those resolutions.


The issues raised in the memorial are difficult ones for many people in our churches and touch on theological differences, pastoral concerns and personal experiences. As a Church which has committed itself to pilgrimage it is important to hear the experiences expressed in this memorial, whilst being mindful of the previous decisions of the Conference. The Methodist Council, supported by the Faith and Order Committee, are responding to the Government’s ‘Equal Civil Marriage Consultation’ and this consultation may open up further issues for the Methodist Council to consider. Therefore, the Conference directs the Methodist Council to consider the issues identified within this memorial alongside any further issues raised by the consultation on same sex marriage.


The Conference therefore refers this memorial to the Methodist Council.
1. The work required in the reply appeared on the Connexional Team workplan, as approved by the Council as a “B” priority, that is work which it is hoped may be done in 2012-13.  When the Council considered the work plan in October 2012 it noted that The Council further noted that draft legislation on the legal definition of marriage was awaited and therefore it would be sensible to hold dealing with the memorial until such legislation had been published.

2. The Government has now introduced legislation to allow for same-sex marriages in England and Wales, whilst the Scottish Government is proceeding with similar plans.  In addition, the Westminster Government’s legislation goes beyond its original proposals and intends to allow religious bodies to opt into performing same-sex marriages.  In response to the publication of the legislation in December 2012, the Methodist Church made the statement below in the name of the Revd Dr Martyn Atkins:

"The Government has announced that it will proceed with a Bill to make provision for the marriage of same-sex couples, including marriage in Churches which "opt in".  This decision raises both issues around the nature of marriage, and also about religious freedom.

The Methodist response to the consultation on Equal Civil Marriage, drawn up by members of Faith and Order and the Methodist Council, stated that 'The Methodist Church, in line with scripture and traditional teaching, believes that marriage is a gift of God and that it is God's intention that a marriage should be a life-long union in body, mind and spirit of one man and one woman.

Within the Methodist Church there is a spectrum of belief about sexuality; however the Church has explicitly recognised, affirmed and celebrated the participation and ministry of lesbians and gay men.

The Government has indicated that Churches which do not wish to marry same-sex couples will have the protection of law. This is important. However, in our response to the consultation we also stated that, while in the future we may or may not choose to affirm same-sex marriage, it would be unwarranted interference for the State to make that decision for us. For the purpose of religious freedom, if the Government allows marriage of same-sex couples in civil venues, then it must allow religious bodies to make the same choice. Whilst we recognise that most Christian Churches will probably choose not to offer same-sex marriages, the principle of religious freedom is an important one as it would it would leave with the Church the ultimate authority and autonomy to chose whether or not to do so."
3. The Methodist Church was asked to give evidence to the House of Commons Bill Committee working on this Bill on 14th February 2013 (http://www.parliamentlive.tv/Main/MeetingDetails.aspx?meetingId=12610). Evidence given here made a clear statement on where the Church  stands at the moment but drew attention to the work needing to be undertaken with regard to Memorial M29.


4. It is therefore clear that work associated with this M29 needs to be undertaken as a matter of priority and that making initial plans for responding to the wider issue on the Church’s doctrine of marriage is now necessary.

5. The recommendation of this paper is that it therefore necessary  to set up a working party to look at the issues raised by the original memorial; the Marriage (Same Sex Couple) Bill ; the implications of the legislation for the Methodist Church; the response of the Church to the changes in society.

6. The Terms of Reference for the working group would be:

a. To consider  the  implications for the Methodist Church of a change in legislation covering same-sex marriage

b. To consider whether the Methodist Church’s position on marriage needs revising in the light of changes in society.

c. To undertake the work directed by the reply to Memorial 29(2012)

d. To make recommendations for any changes in practice or polity

7. Membership of the working group would  include;


 two representatives of the Faith and Order Committee, 


two members of the Methodist Council, 


a former President  and a former Vice-President, one of whom shall serve as Chair.    The membership must reflect the range of views within the Methodist Church. 

*** RESOLUTION:
32/1.
The Council recommends to the Conference that a working group be established as set out in this paper.  
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