MAPPING A WAY FORWARD: REGROUPING FOR MISSION 
(This is a note from the General Secretary.  It has been shared with the Strategy and Resources Committee and the Connexional Leadership Team and amended it in the light of those conversations.  It comes, however, in my own name).

1. My General Secretary’s report to Conference 2006 plots a number of areas of change currently under way in the connexion (and attempts to demonstrate how the Conference’s business contributes to and guides change in several of these areas).  In reflecting in front of the Conference on the report, I pointed out that it could usefully have had a stronger ecumenical dimension.  Certainly the sorts of issues in this paper are being tackled, in a variety of ways by sister denominations.  I guess that the Church nearest to us in its approach to the challenges we face is the URC.

The GS report sets out Our Calling and Priorities for the Methodist Church.  I am taking these as the ‘givens’ which drive this paper also.  They are intended to impact on every part of the connexion, including our structures and systems.  There should therefore be no doubt that the overriding focus of this paper is for the Methodist Church to continue to recover its confidence in God and God’s calling to the Church to become a worshipping community inspired to share in God’s mission.

2.
What is needed now is a strategy for change, to capitalise on the opportunities which are before us.  Behind this statement is the estimate that multiple, simultaneous changes cannot in themselves be guaranteed to produce medium-term outcomes which take us where we need to be, if we are to be faithful to Our Calling, guided by Priorities for the Methodist Church and enabled creatively to engage with the main currents of contemporary British society.  The simple building blocks of a strategy for change are:

A guiding thread or path through the patchwork of changes which manifestly leads towards a shared vision of where we need to be;

Clear indicators of what could usefully be anchor points, or areas of stability (if only in the short term), which gives confidence for more rapid and purposeful change elsewhere; 

An outline programme of overall change (or at least the initial stages of it) – i.e. a few milestones or markers on the overall journey ahead.

A body of people who are committed to change and who are willing to devote time and energy to advocating it.

3. What follows is not intended to flesh out these building blocks comprehensively.  I aim to explore only a small number of factors which, I judge, are critical.  

4. ‘Vision-meshed-with-reality’ must drive change.  Of course, everywhere in the Church we must continually help one another to clarify and develop our vision.  But however provisionally formed, we have enough, I judge, to encourage us to pull together in a coherent way to release energy and to create appropriate, light-touch supportive structures for contemporary mission.  Here, then, are some features (by no means a full list!) of the emerging vision:

Acknowledgement that we are a smaller Church than was the case at the 1932 Union - and one that may yet get smaller while the multiple changes of the coming decade or two are worked through – but one that is determined to contribute to the future the fundamental gifts and insights that gave us our initial energy and enterprise.

Acknowledgement and celebration of our becoming a more flexible Church than we were fifty years ago, i.e. more willing to do things differently, to change institutional structures, to review procedures (e.g. in the pursuit of integrity and justice), and to let new things establish themselves alongside the traditional ways of doing things.  Hence, for example, ‘fresh expressions of Church’.

Acknowledgement and celebration of our being a more diverse Church than ever before, from many points of view (e.g. more diverse in ethnicity, in the contributions of women and men, in theological conviction, in social, cultural and educational backgrounds, in political convictions, and in our understandings of “Church”.  Age diversity is more difficult: I am in fact not very confident that we have it in ourselves to re-engage to any substantial degree in the near future with children, young people and people in the 20-45 age range, but would always be glad to be surprised on this one).

A Church committed to listening and communicating, eager to discern innovative and effective initiatives in mission at local level anywhere in the connexion, to inspire others to try similar experiments or projects suitable to different contexts, and to allocate resources speedily to such risk-taking ventures which promise good outcomes.  

A denomination whose life and mission intertwine with the life and mission of many other Christian groups (both mainstream, classical denominations and Christian agencies, groups, para-church groups and smaller churches) - to the extent that in many contexts there will no longer be separate Methodist institutional presence. 

A church which has confidently contributed to the wider Christian environment some of its key characteristics and treasures*, but which nourishes a sufficient number of resource-points where Methodist history, Methodist ethos and Methodist resources can be accessed easily and which remain sources, with vitality, of a Methodist spirituality which is capable of refreshing and challenging the wider ecumenical scene.  

*The Church as principally a lay movement; 

the gospel of God’s grace for everyone, communicated straight-forwardly and plainly;

the gospel as a transforming power, bringing individuals into relationship with God through Jesus Christ and nourishing moral and spiritual maturity (‘holiness’);

“connexionalism” as a fruitful way of being human as well as of being Church;

 the spirituality of good humoured enjoyment of life and of people, and of the cultures and habitats of the world, supported by a passion for intelligent wisdom which is applied to all areas of human enquiry, including Christian scripture and tradition; 

a well informed and single-minded commitment to justice for all;

a flexible approach to ecclesial structures in response to insights into the Church’s calling and mission.
A well-trained and dedicated body of authorised personnel (lay and ordained) deployed to best advantage.  [See paragraph 8 below].  

5.
To best facilitate the next stages of the journey, I suggest here a dynamic, which I expand a little bit in paragraphs 6-7 below.  

5.1 For five years, concentrate our energy on change and regrouping at circuit level.

5.2 Sustain the present district structures more or less** as they are for five years, to be a sort of stable “umbrella” beneath which circuit change is explicitly encouraged.

5.3 In five years’ time, look to a Conference Commission radically to review to district structures, to discern what we need for the following quarter century.

**To sustain is not to solidify current district structures!  We encourage the new developments in the south-eastern area of England (the BEH, London and SE districts) and in Wales (the Wales Synod and the Cymru Synod serving the Methodist Church in Wales).  We encourage on-going cross district co-operation and sharing of resources wherever possible, in regional groups.  We could usefully have a much lighter touch approach to the very small districts, and encourage them both to network together and substantially to link their life with neighbouring larger districts.  All this to happen through natural evolution and “light touch” encouragement.
NOTE In early conversations on this proposal, I have heard contradictory responses, ranging from ‘It is impossible to achieve such change is such a short period’ to ‘We do not have the luxury of five years to achieve this’.  I therefore stay with the proposal of five years as a better estimate than others of what can and must be achieved if there is commitment all round. 

6.
Circuits

6.1 Circuits are intended to embody in a simple institutional form our conviction that mission is primarily to be delivered and resourced by a connexional understanding of church.  We know the challenges to this ideal.  They include:

The easy shifts to localism and “independency” in the local church. 

The ‘territorial’ attitude by some ministers to ‘my section’ of a circuit.

The deposit of history, whereby the circuits are rarely “natural units of mission”, in the sense of overlapping with and going along with the flow of the natural human communities at sub-regional levels.

The picture of a circuit as an administrative convenience (include here the role of The Circuit Plan), or as an assessment-greedy burden on the local church, or as a drain on the energy of gifted local church members; but not as the primary unit of mission, where strategic planning takes place to encourage mission initiatives and partnership working and where courageous decisions are made about the deployment or redeployment of material and human resources.  

6.2 By force of circumstances (and the reducing number of itinerant ministers), if not by creative vision for change, many circuits have developed cross-circuit working, circuit federations and circuit mergers in recent years.  

6.3 The Methodist Council have recently encouraged a re-emphasis on thoroughgoing circuit reviews, which tackle the challenge of our buildings as well as everything else.  Districts are being invited to encourage and resource these reviews, and to report back to the Methodist Council on progress.  Districts need to do all in their power to encourage circuits to give priority to mission over maintenance.  Into this process we need explicitly and firmly to focus on the issue of the number of circuits that are appropriate for effective mission strategies in today’s world, recognising our reducing numbers and ageing membership.

On the number of circuits, see Appendix 1.

6.4 A smaller number of circuits means larger circuits.  That move implies a debate about the circuit as a carrier of shared identity for the churches in a circuit.  This experience is more prominent for some circuits than for others.  Any move towards larger units of mission – for the sake of an effective strategy for mission, medium-term viability, and to enable a richer mix of resources to be shared flexibly across a circuit on innovative projects – ought to be able to address issues of identity.  In effect what we should be looking for is not simply fewer and larger circuits, but ‘fresh expressions of circuit’.

6.5 We need the districts (a stable guide, encourager and resource-centre for circuit change, for five years), therefore, not only to be firm about circuit reorganisation in the interest of mission but also to be flexible and innovative about what counts as “circuit”.  Three areas require immediate attention:

To lift the burden in ecumenical arrangements, which often feels as if there is added to a church or circuit working in partnership a layer of accountability and participation from each sponsoring denomination.  

To develop “light touch” but effective networking between traditional ways of being church and fresh expressions of church, to mutual advantage.
To review how many and what sort of governance bodies we need to underpin and guide future shapes of circuit.   

7.
Districts
7.1 In general, districts as at present constituted must give a lead, stimulate vision, provide incentives and resources and exercise discipline in respect of circuits for what is sketched and implied in section 6 above.  The District Chairs have the trust of superintendents and circuits stewards in particular, and have developed district resource teams of various kinds (including TDO’s and DEE’s) which are admirably equipped to build on what up to now has developed naturally, and at very different speeds, towards circuit change within each district.  I am suggesting focused and deliberate concentration on circuit change, possibly target driven, for five years, to make all the difference.  (See also Appendix 1).
Districts need to lead by example a culture which expects change in the interests of our vision for contemporary mission.  Granted stable district boundaries are largely in place for 5 years or so, within the districts there will be important challenges to face.  For example:

What sort of district leadership patterns most effectively facilitate change at circuit level?

How can districts best encourage and embody, and inspire in the circuits, a spirituality appropriate to risk-taking and change, i.e. a spirituality which majors on developing confidence in God’s transforming grace?

How should district agendas change and district priorities shift to enable change in the circuits?

Do all districts have the resources and energy they need to enable circuit change?

.
This whole process could be helped by imaginative stationing and grant-making at district level that are consonant with the overall aim.  To take the next steps, and rapidly, circuits need more than exhortation!  They need practical incentives, ‘rewards’ even.


The issue of whether or not targets are helpful is a difficult one in the Church.  Strong convictions are held on both sides.  Moreover, if there were to be some targets, who would set them: each district? the Council? the Conference?


And what numbers would we realistically be looking towards?  (Roger Dawe said to the 2006 Conference that we should aim for 200 circuits and 2000 churches; and in due course, 12 districts).  Of course, experience in public life makes us aware of a simplistic reliance on inappropriate targets, which can so easily avoid the very essence of what institutions contribute to the common good (and which cannot be reduced to measurable targets).  We must keep vision alive above all else, as Our Calling and Priorities for the Methodist Church emphasise.  Even so, we need to find a way of grasping the nettle of some appropriate measurable targets, and not allowing our energy to be dissipated in vague aspirations.

7.2 We cannot sustain thirty-one districts (as we shall have beyond 2007) for very long.  By all means, let us go with any “bottom up” developments towards merger between districts in the next five years.  But come five years’ time, the Conference must surely take stock and be decisive about how many districts we need and how they should be resourced in order to play our part in ecumenical oversight of Christian mission at regional level.

7.3 Furthermore, during the first four or so years beyond 2008, the reconfigured connexional Team will continue its journey, guided by whatever strategic vision for change replaces Team Focus 2005/2008 beyond 2008.  In particular, creative possibilities which, I am confident, will be released beyond 2008 by the new ways of working in the Team and the new styles of relationship between the Team and the districts in particular, will themselves significantly clarify and refine the vision of the church and its mission beyond, say, 2012.

7.4 So in about five years’ time, the Conference can surely look right across its national and regional resources, redesign the basic institutional structures it needs in support of far fewer circuits operating in an interesting new mix of ecumenical identities and of traditional and fresh ways of being church. 

8.
Authorised ministries
8.1 We have enough concerns about the deployment of ministers, in particular, to have set up, from the Stationing Committee and the Methodist Council, a review of stationing policy.  This will surely resonate with the deeply felt need in many parts of the church to clarify appropriate limitations around the distinctive contribution of presbyters, deacons and lay workers to the ministry and mission of the church.  Here too we shall surely see in the coming decade ever greater diversity of self understanding among presbyters, deacons, lay workers and voluntary lay leaders, driven by renewed confidence in the imperative for imaginative mission.  This in itself is likely to create tensions with our traditional view that authorised ministers are largely deployed where the Church appoints them to serve rather than where they may find greatest self-fulfilment.  (This debate also needs to be developed if we are to have a policy which deploys ministers and deacons effectively in the leadership and support of mission).  

8.2 This is not the place to guess at any of the detail of what may emerge in the next few years about ministers, deacons or lay workers, and their deployment.  Suffice to say that it will have a large impact on training and development of authorised ministers.  It is hard to underestimate what needs to be done, in creative intellectual endeavour as well as skill development, to bring forward a new generation of church leadership who can take Priorities for the Methodist Church and, in every aspect of them, proclaim, communicate and manage ecclesial life so that the gospel takes root where it has never been - in the swirling currents of imagination, learning, inter-personal experience, spiritual enquiry, moral outrage, virtual reality and fabulous wealth creation that mark out post-modern society.

9.
A footnote (applying all this heady stuff to down to earth reality!):  if there could be some sort of consensus, especially around paragraph 5 above, this has immediate consequences for 



Connexional and district assessments for five years



Cost of district chairs’ stipends 



The work of the stationing review group



The review of CLT, and CLT itself

The outworking of connexional training strategies, including the deployment of connexional training resources (money, staff in Regional Learning Centres and TDOs); with the Connexional Team setting and monitoring high standards for accreditation processes and the delivery of training.

A connexion-wide shared strategy for change for groups such as these would be no bad thing.

10. A  Proposal
During discussions of an earlier draft of this paper at the CLT, the idea emerged strongly that the CLT could take primary responsibility for leading the processes commended in this paper.  (The resolution below reflects this.)  This would have the advantage that districts would be able to help one another and share resources, experience and expertise across district boundaries.

My personal reflection is that this would be an appropriate piece of work for the CLT to concentrate on over a 5-year period.  It would be a demanding piece of work.  It would require the CLT to review its ways of working and its use of the time available.

Resolutions

1. The Methodist Council gives general endorsement to the overall pattern of changes sketched in this paper.

2. The Council encourages the Connexional Leadership Team to take responsibility for leading the processes indicated here, to consult the Strategy & Resources Committee from time to time and to report regularly to the Council on progress and on the obstacles to progress that emerge.
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