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Review of Ecumenical Relationships Working Group
Preliminary Report for Council 

Executive Summary, Recommendations and Issues for Further Work

1. Overview
Since its first meeting on 17 October, the Group has completed 17 consultations:  with partner churches; with ecumenical instruments and other bodies; and within the connexion. It has also received input from 16 individuals who either responded to a questionnaire, or took the opportunity to meet and express their views.  This preliminary report sets out the Group’s thinking on vision and identity, and offers initial recommendations.  A full report will be brought to the Council in April.

2. Renewal of the Vision

2.1. In seeking to articulate a vision we must endeavour to open up possibilities rather than close them down.  At a time when the new Connexional Team will need to put some energy into listening, definition of vision has to provide a broad but meaningful framework.  We must be aware that it is not for the Methodist Church to define a vision independently of our partners, or in reaction to their vision and their expectations of what it means to work with us; nor is it for us to set out a model without first discerning what sort of common life we are seeking to build in the light of our ecumenical relationships and commitments.  


2.2. A Methodist vision of ecumenical work will, at the level of formal relationships and structures, seek to encourage engagement in reflection and renewal of the current method of ecumenical work.  Responding to the CTE report Moving Together, and supporting the Church of England’s review of LEPs, are two ways in which this will happen in the short term.  


2.3. Our commitment to the Anglican Methodist Covenant will continue to engage both Churches in exploring the longer term possibilities and developments brought about through that covenant relationship. 

What does the refreshed vision need to do?
2.4. A refreshed vision for ecumenical work needs to be able to carry credibility in a world that is multi-cultural, multi-ethnic and multi-faith.  In such a world new Christian streams and denominations abound, and it is not always clear how permanent they will be.  Therefore there is the need for flexible and transferable ways of working that allow for both structural formal ecumenical initiatives, and for relational informal ecumenism.


2.5. Recovery of the understanding that we work together because of our common call to unity in the love of Christ is fundamental to this way of being.  It is vital to develop and nurture such a culture so that ecumenical work is part of the very essence of the churches themselves: working, worshipping, and acting together in an integrated way.  Our expression of partnership needs to stress that co-operation is essential, and that it grows and deepens.  Our expression of unity is part of who we are as Christians reflecting the nature of the God who calls us.


2.6. There is an important interplay to be developed between the formal and informal expressions of ecumenical commitment.  The emphasis at all levels needs to be on encouraging people to work together in an integrated and holistic way, drawing attention to the basis of a shared core of common faith rather than drawing attention to the aspects that divide.   



2.7. Informal networks can be a good way of working ecumenically on specific issues and can offer refreshing ways of generating ideas and motivating action. On the other hand they do not always make for good decision-making or easily meet the requirements for accountability that are necessary for formally constituted churches and ecumenical instruments. 

2.8. It will be important to affirm the understanding that formal ecumenical bodies and agencies have a servant role, rather than setting the agenda for ecumenical work. The danger must be avoided of pursuing an ecumenical agenda for its own sake; the priority is to pursue the local mission agenda ecumenically. If the focus is on God’s mission then there is a greater chance that more churches will want to be involved, energy will be used effectively and relationships will grow and develop.  Seeking to discern the vision of the Kingdom will always take precedence over a concern to maintain existing church structures that may have outlived their usefulness. 


2.9. Any model has to place equal value on the distinctive gifts and charisms that all bring to an encounter.  The sentiment ‘I need your faith to make mine whole’ is one we need to articulate again and again.  

Guidelines

2.10. It would be unwise to determine that the Methodist Church should follow a single model of ecumenical engagement in such a complex world.  In a report included in the 2007 Conference Agenda (Partnerships: Purpose and Practice, pp.292-299) there was a check-list, introduced with this preamble: 

The following check-list will be helpful in evaluating existing partnerships and developing proposals for new ones. This list is neither exhaustive nor intended to be a straitjacket. When we confer with our partner churches, when we are seeking better to understand each other, and when there are detailed negotiations about specific expressions of partnership, we are primarily seeking to hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches.

2.11. We have developed this into an extended checklist, or set of guidelines, as follows:

Any model of partnership must;

1. Recognise the multi-layered complexity of the body of Christ:

· valuing the diversity of culture, understanding and learning that each partner brings;

· being realistic about difference: we are both separate and together;

· the need for mutuality – reciprocity, sharing and valuing each other and

· developing trust and respect, the ability to share and willingness to learn.

2. Encourage partnerships and acts of co-operation in response to particular issues and concerns:

· coping with the transitory nature of some relationships, and not undervaluing them because they are formed in response to particular issues for a limited period of time.

3.   Constantly ask of Methodism what it is called to do and how it is called to express the love of God in Christ:

· does this partnership maintain and celebrate the inclusive approach of the Methodist tradition?

· acknowledging that (Methodist) identity matters - people feel vulnerable at the loss of relationships and feelings of being outside the company with which they had identified themselves – is there creative risk-taking which is faithful to the Christian tradition as we have received it?

· is it clear what Methodists think they can offer to the wider church in this partnership?

4.   Recognise the need for change, development and growth and a willingness to be transformed:

· risk and exploration are not simply encouraged but are the very norm for Methodist life and witness to the love of God in Christ; 
· partnership is the ability to challenge and be challenged;

· are we open to the needs and vulnerabilities of our partners as well as of ourselves?

5. Be about what we can achieve together:

· what are our goals?

· is this partnership built upon justice? Is power shared in such a way as to enable each partner? 

3. Methodist Identity

3.1. In all forms of ecumenical dialogue, honesty about identity is important as it helps to dispel misconceptions and make for a more open encounter.  It is important for Methodists in each place to have a sense of their identity and purpose.  If we do not know the positive purpose and characteristics of the Methodist Church, it is hard to believe others will get excited about belonging to it.  It is equally hard to imagine that our partners will understand what gifts we feel we bring to the partnership.  


3.2. This need for clarity applies to any denomination and to independent or non-denominational congregations.  In playing down denominational distinctiveness and particular identity it is possible to make the church seem to be unimportant and of little use: the bonds of koinonia (sharing, or partnership or common life) end up being nothing more then social rather than a sharing in the very life of God (cf. 1 John 1.1-3).


3.3. British Methodism in the last few years, both explicitly (through, for example, Our Calling and Priorities for the Methodist Church) and implicitly, has been recognising the importance of developing a shared sense of identity. The review of Foundation Training in the 2006 Conference Agenda described Foundation Training as a means to strengthen Methodist identity within an ecumenical context: 

Where Foundation Training has worked well it has given students a justifiable sense of pride in their particular tradition from which to contribute to the wider mission of the Church.  Learning about Methodist history, theology and spirituality has been complementary and enriching to the ecumenical environments of most Training Institutions. This discovery and critical exploration of Methodist heritage should be pursued and incorporated in any process of vocational exploration. Where it is possible and practical for vocational discernment to take place with or alongside those from other traditions it will strengthen the process and nurture good inter-Church relations.

The Methodist Church can learn from the insights and experience of the Second Vatican Council (1962 -1965) as it asked searching questions about renewal.  After much prayer and deliberation, a model of renewal emerged which provides three essential elements for refreshment of vision and renewal of identity. If the church seeks renewal it must: 

· Re-visit the New Testament, particularly the teaching of Jesus;

· Return to the ‘charisms’ of its founders;
· Read the ‘signs of the times’: the needs of the age in which we are set. 
All three apply to the task of renewing our ecumenical vision and sense of identity. Martyn Atkins picked up the theme in his 2007 Presidential address by offering his own particular list of Methodist ‘charisms’: 

· sharing Jesus in word and action;

· a belief in prevenient grace;

· living individual and corporate lives of holiness and responsibility;

· taking the scriptures seriously;

· a movement created to move;

· being unable to minister at a distance;

· engaging in ministry with dirt under our fingernails;

· being open to all - and God.  

Others could be added – some of which arguably would be the embodiment of those ‘charisms’, e.g. social awareness; a bias to the poor; the strong supporting the weak, and living on a large map.  Others would be means by which the ‘charisms’ are expressed, eg. the singing of hymns; the class meeting; the careful stewardship of time and money, and the development of personal talents and gifts. 


3.4. Out of the struggle that the early Methodist movement had concerning its relationship with the Church of England, there eventually emerged a denomination with an identity rooted in its Anglican past but with an evangelical dynamic.  This can be illustrated in the sometimes difficult relationship between John and Charles Wesley. The more that one examines the particular struggles of Charles and his activities and influence, the clearer it becomes that he was engaged in the struggle familiar to Methodists and others in 2008: of holding together traditional and ‘fresh expressions’ of Church. The eighteenth century struggle with a ‘mixed economy’ produced a Methodist movement that was a combination of High Church theology, strict discipline, and innovative forms of structure, devotion, and worship.

3.5. Any renewal of vision and identity needs to come out of a reading of the signs of the times and a consequent re-reading of Methodist identity.  In all ecumenical encounters attention should be given to identity but not in such a way as to distract from our calling to share in God’s mission. Rather such encounters should ensure that, in the words of John Wesley we ‘go not to those who need us, but to those who need us most’. We suggest that implicit in our Methodist origins is the understanding that the vision of the Kingdom always challenges current expressions of church just as ‘fresh expressions of church’ need to be tested against the Church’s calling to be one, holy, catholic and apostolic.  Lack of clarity on issues relating to identity runs the risk of creating false impressions or raising false hopes that in turn fail to deliver any degree of sustainable koinonia or common life.

Recommendations

4. Vision

4.1. Recognising the variety of ways of working together with other churches, as well as the diversity represented in the ecumenical experiences of England, Scotland and Wales, the Group believes that models that embody openness to new voices should be encouraged.  In doing so we are more able to express the diversity present within the body of Christ.

4.2. Evangelical, Independent, and Black Majority churches as well as churches of different nationalities and emerging churches are increasingly willing to participate in joint projects at a local level.  Therefore Methodism needs to ask searching questions of the current structures, particularly at national and international level where so much depends on formal dialogue concerning specific issues. 

5. Identity 

5.1. Recognising that confidence in one’s own identity is vital for developing any partnership, the Group felt it was important to teach and promote clear understanding about why a denomination takes a particular view or seems unable to respond in a like-minded way.  Therefore in all ecumenical encounters, attention should be given to identity, but not in such a way as to distract from our calling to share in God’s mission.  

6.   Overall Strategy and Consistency of Approach
6.1. Holding together, and learning from the formal theological conversations and the short-term social issue projects in a circuit where there is little formal ecumenism is a good example of the pressing challenge of whole church ecumenism.  Therefore a key aspect of future work will be to bring together the wide range of ecumenical encounters that takes place across the connexion.  
6.2. Any ecumenical engagement benefits considerably from consistency in both representation and articulation of key theological principles.  Therefore it is crucial that the new Team structure provides for consistency in representation and articulation of the Methodist voice.


6.3. At the outset of any ecumenical dialogue at a national level, it is vital that those involved are clear about the realities of being a connexional church, and the consequent authority of the Conference.  Those who undertake representative functions on behalf of the Methodist Church have to be clear that they represent the totality of the Church.  Therefore representatives need to be in possession of such skills and sensitivities that enable them to represent views that they do not necessarily hold personally.


6.4. In order to build up relationships of trust, attention needs to be paid to the length of time people serve on ecumenical bodies, and how their subsequent experience is used.  Therefore all nominations of representatives to ecumenical bodies must be made by a single body, and the Team Secretary for External Relationships (or their appointed representative) must be a full member of that body.

6.5. At a local level is it vital that the current practice of ensuring consistency in LEP constitutions continues.


7. Methodist Structures and Committees

7.1. It is important that the Ecumenism Resource Group of the Faith and Order Network is aware of the wider ecumenical agenda within the life of the church, and that it is able to contribute to that via the Faith and Order Committee and Network.  Therefore in its relationship with the Connexional Team, the Faith and Order Committee should be serviced from within the Governance Support Unit (GSU).

7.2. Faith and Order work was historically concerned about identity in ecumenical dialogue.   Therefore, for the sake of ecumenical engagement, it is important that the link with the original Faith and Order agenda is recovered.


7.3. In order to develop and maintain an overview of ecumenical activity, and to ensure coherence and consistency of representation of the Methodist perspective, the Group recommends that consideration should be given to establishing an Ecumenical Reference Group to undertake the task of holding together the various strands of ecumenical work across the connexion, including the Connexional Team.


7.4. The Committee for Local Ecumenical Development (CLED) currently fulfils its consents and scrutiny responsibilities [S.O. 334(3) and (4)] through two committee members.  To strengthen this arrangement, these responsibilities should be fulfilled by a panel of no more than four people with the relevant expertise including the Faith and Order dimension, and this panel should be serviced from the GSU.
7.5. The development of local ecumenical work is clearly needed, and the designation of a panel to undertake this work would be particularly helpful.  A proposal came from a joint meeting of CLED with the Local Unity Panel of the Council for Christian Unity of the Church of England in December 2007, and was endorsed by the URC and Roman Catholic members present.  As a way of expressing the covenant relationship The Group concurs with this proposal and therefore recommends: 

· The Methodist Church and the Church of England establish a Methodist – Anglican Panel for Unity in Mission (MAPUM). 

· Each denomination would appoint a co-chair and an equal number of members with ecumenical participation from the URC and the Catholic Bishops Conference of England and Wales. The Methodist membership should have due regard for local work in Scotland and Wales, a matter welcomed and encouraged by LUP.  

· The panel would meet once a year (residentially) and undertake specific work via email and smaller groups as required.  

8. Interactions with the Ecumenical Instruments and Partner Churches

8.1. The Group recommends that In line with other partners, one of the strategic objectives for the next two years should be to encourage ecumenical instruments to explore alternatives to models of local cooperation that provide more effective structures focused on mission.  In turn such models should enable greater participation by Black and Ethnic Majority congregations as well as community churches, independent churches and emerging churches. 


8.2. The Anglican-Methodist Covenant road shows revealed that enthusiastic commitment to the Covenant is patchy.  For both Anglicans and Methodists, the Covenant is high on the agenda in some areas, but barely visible in others.  Similarly, in some areas, both churches have difficulty in adapting their culture to take the Covenant into the blood stream.  In The Spirit of the Covenant (2005) identifies some of the issues about what it means to live in a Covenant relationship.  The Group felt that greater attention should be given to how our actions express a commitment to living the Covenant, and that all decisions are tested against the impact they will have on ecumenical relationships and commitments

8.3. The British Methodist – Roman Catholic Committee needs to be seen in the wider context of the International Methodist – Roman Catholic Dialogue, to which it has made a significant contribution over many years.  For the greater benefit of local churches, the Group felt that they should pay more attention to the sections of ‘The Grace Given You in Christ’ that encourage local work and co-operation.  Further, the Group recommends that in future this Committee be called either a  “Dialogue Commission” or “Dialogue Group”.

8.4. Indications have been received that the URC would welcome an exploration about the future of the Methodist – United Reformed Church Liaison Group.  In doing this, Group felt that URC sensitivities about the impact of the Methodist Church – Church of England Covenant must be borne in mind, and the future of the Liaison Group needs to be addressed as soon as possible. 
  
8.5. It was felt that the Four Nations Reference Group provides a useful mechanism for those involved in the ecumenical structures and instruments covered by the British connexion to share developments and identify concerns.  To strengthen this, the Group felt that this sharing should take place at the level of national ecumenical officers as an integral part of their work, including the responsibility to pass information on and enable reflection upon it.  The Ecumenical Reference Group would be a further mechanism for this to take place, and it is therefore recommended that the Four Nations Reference Group be abolished.

9. District Level 

9.1. Partnership working in its broadest sense will be required of all District Development Enablers (DDEs), paying particular attention to the reality of local and regional ecumenical work and potential.  It is evident that there needs to be a clear ecumenical aspect to the role of DDEs, and the indicative job description for DDEs should include a clear reference to working ecumenically.  

9.2. There is concern about the length of time taken to approve LEP constitutions.  Therefore when developing work plans for the panel described in 7.4 above, it should be made clear to District Ecumenical Officers and District Chairs, that the model draft constitutions avoid the need for protracted drafting work, thus enhancing the process.
 
10. Resourcing local work
10.1. Recognising the pivotal role of the Circuit, the Group felt that the ecumenical content of the training opportunities offered to new superintendents should be strengthened. 

10.2. Given that training for diaconal and presbyteral ministry takes place in a variety of ecumenical contexts the Group recommends that training in this context must pay attention to the understanding of tradition and the development of ecumenical work.

10.3. The advice offered to formal LEPs is a good expression of oversight and encouragement; and the model constitutions provide a clear framework for LEPs to develop effectively.  Unfortunately there are also examples of these formalities hindering ecumenical work at the local level.  Therefore the process of reviews must be used effectively to learn from those experiences and the Group felt that the Methodist Church should welcome the decision of the Council for Christian Unity of the Church of England to commission a review of Single Congregation LEPs.   

10.4. The goal of local ecumenism should not be assumed to be a single congregation LEP in every place.  Equally sponsoring denominations should not act in such a way as to make single congregation LEPs feel as if they present problems.  Therefore the Methodist Church needs to be challenged about the way in which the stationing system best enables the provision of ministry in churches, especially single minister / single congregation LEPs.

11. Issues requiring further attention:

The Group has not yet had sufficient time to reflect on all the issues.  The following are noted for deeper consideration and will be reported to the Council in April:

11.1. Ecumenical representation – who appoints whom to what?  Is there a need for a simplified mechanism for appointments that are handled by one body/officer, and how do those who represent the Methodist Church feed that experience/knowledge into the life of the connexion?  

11.2. Funding and Subscriptions.  How to assess what an appropriate level of funding should be for the future?  


11.3. European Reference Group. This Group has not been consulted as part of this project.  Given the nature of ecumenical relationships within Europe, and the way in which the Faith and Order Committee finds itself invited to participate in some European ecumenical structures, it would be useful to address the question of the ecumenical agenda of this group and explore ways in which that might be part of other ecumenical work.

11.4. Ecumenical engagement from a World Church perspective 
Work to ensure that the experience of ecumenical partnerships currently co-ordinated by the World Church Office contributes to an understanding of sharing in God’s mission in other contexts.
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