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Equalities and Diversity:

A report to Methodist Council (February 2008)


BACKGROUND

In 2004 the Methodist Conference received a report on Equal Opportunities and Diversity.  As a result it agreed to have a designated staff member within the Connexional Team (working as a Project Worker) to develop work in the following directions:

1. Building upon Our Calling, to explore what it implies for the ethos and values of the Methodist Church, particularly how approaches to Equal Opportunities and Diversity flow from Our Calling.  This will be developed with additional biblical and other theological material.

2.
The preparation of an Equal Opportunities and Diversity Policy for the Connexion for adoption by a future Conference.

3
Flowing out of this, the production of an accessible resource to help local churches, Circuits and Districts to develop their own basic policies.

4.
The production of a guide to the relevant legislation in summary form, with details of how to access the fuller versions.  We would also share models of good practice, from Methodist and other organisations.

5.
Further resources for those groups who wish to explore aspects of the issues in more depth.

This report built on previous expressions of interest in the area of equalities and diversity. 

Alongside this in 2005 the Methodist Conference endorsed Connexional Team Focus 2005-08.  This would be ‘a thorough and far reaching review’ of the Team’s activities and would have an impact on the support for Equalities and Diversity work by the Team from 1 September 2008.  The areas of this report particularly relevant to Equalities and Diversity work in the Connexional Team include:

· Be[ing] focused on what is best done or can only be done by the Team in pursuit of the Priorities; (para 4.1);

· Be[ing] constrained by the resources available to it (para 4.1);

· Be[ing] a beacon of innovation and good practice (para 4.1);

· Work[ing] in the light of the Gospel and the Priorities (para 4.2);

· Work[ing] flexibly (para 4.2);

· Work[ing] with partners wherever possible (para 4.2);

· Work[ing] in and through networks across the Connexion (para 4.2);

· Maximis[ing] the effectiveness and efficiency of everything it does (para 4.2).

During its debate on Team Focus in 2007, the Conference adopted two Notices of Motion:

109: Racial Justice

In the light of Team Focus Proposals and out of concern for racial justice, Conference directs the Methodist Council to put in place an appropriate system of monitoring and addressing issues of racial justice throughout the connexion and to report to the Conference of 2008.

121: Equalities and Diversity

The Conference reaffirms its commitment to equalities and diversity (2007 Conference Agenda, page 280, para 3.7) by:

1) calling for gender justice to be the responsibility of a named member of the reconfigured Connexional Team;

2) determining that this will not pre-empt any proposals to be brought to Conference 2008 by the Equalities and Diversity Report.

SOME USEFUL DEFINITIONS

Equalities is the commitment to treating all people the same, in that one tries to act fairly.  This includes challenging racism, sexism, homophobia, disablism and ageism.  Within the Methodist Church there is also a desire to challenge discrimination on the grounds of theology.  However the use of equalities language, in isolation, implies that all people are equal to begin with (ie: that there is a level playing field).

Diversity is used almost as a shorthand to note a commitment to acknowledging that all groups have different needs and that we all bring different experiences, and none of us inherently has authority or superiority over each other.

Equity is a concept which brings Equalities and Diversity together as it highlights structural imbalances and inequalities: some groups need special assistance, provisions and encouragement.  Positive action is one example of this.

The Equalities and Diversity report to Conference 2008 will recommend a further discussion of language.

HISTORY

The Methodist Church has a history of commitment to issues of equalities and diversity. Over the years, many people have engaged with this work, and as a result, the whole Church is reaping the rewards of this heart-searching and holy work.

The Equalities and Diversity report to Conference 2008 will seek to honour these people and their work, as well as to add to these voices that there is still much work to be done.

GOVERNMENT AND LEGISLATIVE WORK ON EQUALITIES AND DIVERSITY

The Government has continued to develop equalities legislation, including the addition of people of religious belief as one of six protected groups.

The Government has also been committed to mainstreaming issues of equality. This is good practice, and we see the Methodist Church Equal Opportunities Policy as part of our commitment to this, as well as the new ways of working within the Team Focus process. 

FUTURE WORK OF EQUALITIES AND DIVERSITY IN THE METHODIST CHURCH

Work on Equalities and Diversity can be divided into four parts:

1. The Equal Opportunities Policy throughout the Connexion 

For the Equal Opportunity Policy to become part of the whole life and action of the Methodist Church, there is a need to introduce it into regions, districts and circuits as well as every part of the re-configured Connexional Team, so that it becomes second nature and part of the Church’s consciousness.  The District Development Enablers will be crucial in achieving this.  Some initial support will however be needed from the Team, through the provision of resources and personnel.  

2. Monitoring and Compliance of the Equal Opportunities Policy

With the specific introduction of the Equal Opportunities Policy for the Connexional Team and the governance bodies of the Methodist Church, there is a need for monitoring to ensure compliance.  It is proposed that this falls within the role of an Equalities and Diversity Officer located in the Governance Support Unit of the reconfigured Team.

3. Resources to support and enable disadvantaged groups 

History and experience has shown, both in and beyond the Methodist Church, that the areas of racial justice, gender justice, disability justice, challenging homophobia and ageism have a unique voice, each building on their own complex and diverse history.  Care should be taken not just to submerge these within a wider equalities and diversity brief. 

Alongside this, each area has experience and skills that can be used in supporting the other areas of distinctive work and enabling the various areas to work together and act as effective allies to each other.

Delivering this work effectively is a major challenge to the Church’s culture and practice.  To raise awareness everywhere in the Church and to make the necessary changes in our self-understanding as a Church is part of our witness that in the Church we can each have our own ministry acknowledged, our own identities honoured, and still be generous enough to celebrate the ministry and identities of others. That the Methodist Church can be committed to this ‘both and’ theology is, in part, a result of the strength of commitment from Black and Minority Ethnic Methodists who have worked tirelessly to ensure that the gritty reality of racism is not overlooked.

Specific recommendations on how this could be achieved will be given in the paper to Methodist Council in April.  They will include staffing proposals for the Team, and effective working with District Disability Advisers, district Racial Justice Secretaries and other networks.

4. Theology

As the Church continues to strive to share the Good News of a God for all, there are a number of ways in which the equalities and diversity agenda can seek to support this.  The ongoing challenge is how the whole Church can do this in ways which put into practice our belief that “the members of the body that seem to be weaker are indispensable” (1 Corinthians 12:22).  There is a need for a thought out theology and appropriate resources to support this.

CONTENT OF THE EQUALITIES AND DIVERSITY REPORT FOR THE 2008 METHODIST CONFERENCE

The following will be brought to the Conference 2008:

1. An Equal Opportunities Policy for the Methodist Church (the latest version, subject to further work, forms an appendix to this paper);

2. A statement of equalities and diversity for the Methodist Church, which sits within the Equal Opportunities Policy (reproduced below);

3. Reflections on a theology of equalities and diversity, including recommendations for further work;

4. Recommendations for structural change:

5. Details of resources to enable individual Methodist churches to write an Equal Opportunities Policy and explore issues of inclusion.

They will include these key themes:

· The movement of the Methodist Church to a theological position which enables us to accept our differences as a vehicle for us effectively to seek our similarities, whilst celebrating our diversity, and thus together to seek justice for all;

· How our understanding and talking of God affect our social action (using the 2005 Conference Report Time to Talk of God as a model);

· Initiating a discussion about whether the Methodist Church seeks to develop a language of equity, rather than equalities and diversity;

· Identifying a distinctive, Methodist voice on issues of equalities and diversity and introducing action to enable the development of this within the Methodist Church.

EQUALITIES AND DIVERSITY STATEMENT

Together, we are the Body of Christ. We celebrate the ways we see God
through the identities people hold and the richness of our life experiences, for all are made in the image of God.

We will work together to follow Jesus' example of putting marginalised
people at the centre as we continue to seek to know and serve God more
fully.

Therefore, we commit ourselves to justice for all; to challenging racism, sexism, discrimination against disabled people, homophobia and ageism and the injustices they cause. We will seek to follow equalities and diversity good practice as well as implementing equalities legislation.

Appendix:

Methodist Church Equal Opportunities Policy

EQUALITIES AND DIVERSITY STATEMENT

Together, we are the Body of Christ. We celebrate the ways we see God through the identities people hold and the richness of our life experiences, for all are made in the image of God.

We will work together to follow Jesus' example of putting marginalised people at the centre as we continue to seek to know and serve God more fully.

Therefore, we commit ourselves to justice for all; to challenging racism, sexism, discrimination against disabled people, homophobia and ageism and the injustices they cause. We will seek to follow equalities & diversity good practice as well as implementing equalities legislation.

STATEMENT OF INTENT

The Methodist Church of Great Britain is committed to the principles of equal opportunities and to maintaining, developing and supporting policies which translate this commitment into practice. The aim of our Equal Opportunities Policy is to ensure that no individual, or group are treated less favourably than another, either in employment, ministry or in accessing the work of the Methodist Church, on the grounds of their:

gender; race; colour; nationality; ethnic origin; Christian theology; disability; HIV status; age; marital status*; parental status; sexual orientation**; political belief or trades union membership, class, responsibility for dependants, appearance; ex-offender status (as defined by the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974) or lack of formal qualifications where such qualifications are not directly relevant to a post.

* Standing Order 11A

** Resolution of the Conference of 1993 relating to Human Sexuality

This policy seeks to play its part in the creation of an environment in which individual differences and the contributions of all in the Methodist Church are recognised and valued, whilst cohesion as one part of the Body of Christ is worked towards. 

(This policy recognises and welcomes our responsibilities under the Rehabilitation of Offenders Act 1974, the Sex Discrimination Act 1975 and Gender Reassignment Regulations 1999, the Race Relations Act 1976, the Disability Discrimination Act 1995, the Protection from Harassment Act 1997, the Human Rights Act 1998, and other relevant legislation and codes of practice, and seeks to fulfil its commitments by recognising the expertise, abilities and needs of every individual and by acknowledging the right to dignity and respect of every human being.)

For the Council’s Attention:

1. Is the concept of ‘equity’ clear?  What, if anything, would improve understanding of the term?  Is this a theme that the Methodist Church should major on?

2. Comments and reflections on the Equalities and Diversity Statement.  Is Council able to endorse the Statement?
3. Comments and reflections on the draft Equal Opportunities Policy.
4. Does the Council give support to the proposal in paragraph 3 Resources to support and enable advantaged groups (page 4) (ie: that each of the four identified areas of injustice/discrimination should have its own voice, but the several voices should work together in mutual support under the theme of Equalities and Diversity)? And if so, does the Council wish to see that principle expressed in proposals for staffing in the Team to enable the Team to make it unique and best contribution to change and good practice in the Church?
5. Are there further issues which the Council wishes to have addressed in the full April report?
“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.”


(Galatians 3:28)





“God arranged the members in the body, each one of them, as he chose. If all were a single member, where would the body be? As it is there are many members, yet one body.” 


(1 Corinthians 12:18-20)
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