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Towards the Circuit as the basic unit of Methodism in charity law?

This paper is based on an earlier version prepared for the Strategy and Resources Committee in September 2007 to promote discussion on whether the Methodist Church should move towards seeing Circuits rather than Local Churches as charities.  The SRC discussed the matter in some depth, were in favour of the principle, and directed that the paper be revised to enable a similar discussion to take place at the October Council.

The Methodist Church is basically a Church rather than a charity.  Clearly there are good reasons in favour of having charitable status, but Charity legislation cannot be allowed to determine our theology, ecclesiology etc.

For

· It would mean there were fewer Methodist charities (easier for Charity Commission and Church?)

· It would help solve the current problem we have recruiting people willing to act as managing trustees, church treasurers etc 

· It would leave property and trustee type matters in the hands of a small group ‘that way inclined’, for whom this was an appropriate way to serve the Church

· It would be a more sensible use of both lay and ordained human resources of the Church

· It would allow more possibilities of strategic thinking and action in deciding where Methodist resources are best placed (particularly in situations where some causes are kept going for strong personal reasons, but with little strategic justification)

· It would be an expression of the Circuit as the ‘base functional unit for mission’ and a means of enabling ‘new ways of being Circuit’.  It also fits in well with the SO500 understanding of purpose of Circuit.

· The Church needs to be mission/strategic thinking driven, not charity law driven.  This would help that.

· The idea seemed popular when flown as a kite by Tom Stuckey at Conference

· Already some districts, circuits and churches are showing interest

· In response to a questionnaire as part of the Stationing Review, 59% of respondents favoured this change
.

· As many Circuits would be above the annual revenue threshold and would therefore have to register from the start, the time would come quicker when the majority of Methodist bodies were registered charities (and we could assume a single system reporting mechanism) 

· It would probably be easier for Circuits than for some Local Churches to pass the ‘public benefit test’

· It could provide a useful mechanism for the administration and inclusion of Fresh Expressions.

Against
· It would be likely to be resisted by those of congregational disposition, those likely to fear ‘they’ will close ‘our’ church, and some members of larger churches unwilling to risk loss of power to the wider Circuit

· It may put too much control over smaller causes into hands of people from larger ones (but many from smaller causes would be relieved by reduced burden of responsibility)

· Lots of people have no real feel for being members of a Circuit nowadays (but maybe such a change would reverse the trend? And we need to get across the point that churches and Circuits are different things.  The Circuit can look after the admin while the Local Church can recruit and disperse disciples etc.)

· It would return to the days when the church council, or those responsible for the life of a Local Church, were not also responsible for the building.

· Ecumenically, nobody else is doing this or its equivalent

· It potentially cuts across ‘Mapping the Way Forward’ – but this might partly be a question of getting the timing right?

How?
There are already various ways in which managing trusteeship responsibilities can be transferred from the Local Church to the Circuit. 

· One possibility is to amalgamate charities – either whole Circuits or clusters of churches within a Circuit

· Standing Orders offer possibilities of small churches becoming classes of larger churches, and for one church holding worship services in more than one building

· Another possibility is to use the powers of delegation in SO911 and model trusts (which would allow a Church Council to delegate its trustee powers and responsibilities to some other body, e.g. the Circuit Meeting).

What next?

The question is whether the Council

(a) thinks a move towards Circuits rather than Local Churches as the basic charitable unit is ‘a good thing’

(b) if it is ‘a good thing’, thinks we should make better known the possibilities in the ‘How’ section above and encourage Churches and Circuits to consider them, or

(c) thinks it is such a good thing that we instruct the SRC to prepare a draft report for the Conference on the principle and on possible ways to put it into practice.  (This report would be brought back to a future Council meeting).

(d) thinks it’s a bad idea and would prefer to leave well alone.
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� An internal paper to the Stationing Review Group, February 2007 reported the answers given to the question: ‘Should the role of managing trustees be transferred from local Church Councils to the Circuit Meeting to encourage and facilitate the efficient and effective deployment of resources – ordained and lay personnel, buildings and finance?’





There were 97 responses.  33.68% replied no and 7.37% gave a qualified no.  46.36% replied yes, 8.42% qualified yes and 4.21% permissive yes.  So 41% replied with some form of ‘No’ and 59% with some form of ‘Yes’.





� Quote taken from ‘1066 and all that’!





