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A.
The resolution of Conference

Resolution 40/9 reads:

‘The Conference directs the Methodist Council to consult widely throughout the connexion and in the light of this consultation, to report to the Conference of 2008 as to whether the 1993 Derby Conference resolutions on Human Sexuality should be revised and, if so, what changes should be made.’

B.
Reflections on the implications of the resolution and consequent process

1. Clearly, the detailed work needs to be entrusted to a small working party appointed by the Council.

2. The working party will need some administrative servicing from the Connexional Team.

3. In order to report to the Conference of 2008, the working party needs to begin its work as soon as possible, ideally soon after the meeting of Council in October 2006.  Therefore it is highly desirable that the terms of reference and the membership of the working party are agreed by the Council at this meeting.

4. ‘To consult widely’ in this case means that every Methodist should have the opportunity to state a view on the question.  It also means that certain bodies/groups should have the opportunity to state a collective view.  Possible groups to include would be local churches, circuits and districts, ‘interest groups’ and connexional bodies (e.g. Faith & Order, Law & Polity, Connexional Leadership Team).

5. A two-stage process is likely to be needed.    It is proposed (and the strong recommendation of the CLT) that the first stage consists of taking ‘soundings’ rather than a full, formal consultation throughout the Church (see paragraphs 7 to 9 below).  Should these ‘soundings’, in the view of the Council, suggest that there is a widespread wish to revise the Derby resolutions, the second stage will then be a more formal consultation on the nature of the possible changes (see paragraphs 10 to 12 below).

6. The reason for proceeding in this way is to facilitate effective involvement and to avoid potentially unfocussed and possibly unhelpful discussions in the early stages.  It will be more effective, if there is to be a time of formal consultation, for that to be on the basis of specific proposals – and for these to be informed by the reasons why they have emerged for consideration.  It will also be possible at that stage to prepare suitable background material about the existing resolutions, their origins, their implications, etc., and in such a way more readily to ensure that the process is conducted in a way which most helpfully enables the Church and its members to make an informed response.  The purpose of an initial period of taking soundings is to enable the Council to take a view on whether there is indeed sufficient evidence to suggest that it is worth undertaking the careful preparatory work that formal consultation would require. 

Proposed Process Stage 1

7. Since it will take the working party a short time to get established, it is proposed that the first stage of the process (taking soundings) runs from January 2007 to 31st July 2007.  During this period, the working party would seek responses to the questions: a) do you think the Derby resolutions should be revised, giving reasons for your answer? and b) (if the answer to the first question is ‘yes’), what changes would you suggest, again giving reasons?”

8. The working party would be charged to engage during this period with specially interested groups and individuals within the Church.  It would also be expected to issue a general invitation, to be advertised widely, to any group or individual to submit responses to the questions on that person/group’s own initiative.  Finally, it should be free to seek and create opportunities to meet with individuals and groups (whether existing or convened for this purpose) of its own choosing.  The objective will be to ensure that the working party is confident that its conclusions at the end of Stage 1 of the process are soundly based upon a reasonable cross-section of opinion within the Church.  In order that the Council can have confidence in the process, the working party will be required to give a brief progress report on how it is carrying out its remit to the Council in January and March 2007.

9. The working party would then produce a report on Stage 1 for the Council in October 2007, in which it would offer recommendations based upon the working party’s reflection upon the soundings it has taken.  A range of possible options might be offered, ranging from ‘no change’ to various potential changes to the Derby resolutions.  The outcomes of this preliminary report, amended as may be by the Council, would then form the basis for Stage 2.  However, if the Council judges that no change to the Derby resolutions is to be recommended, it may decide that such a Stage 2 is not necessary.

Proposed Process Stage 2 (if required)

10. This would be a period of more formal consultation running from November 2007.  The timing of this stage would depend upon the exact nature of the consultation.  For example, if responses from Circuit Meetings and District Synods are required, it would be difficult (though not impossible) for these to be assimilated in a way that would enable the Council to report to Conference 2008.  However, if responses could acceptably be gathered by some other means (and sufficient notice was given), it may be possible for this stage to be completed by 29th February 2008.

11. In this second stage, respondents would be offered specific proposals or alternatives to consider, as outlined in paragraph 6 above.  The working party would be responsible for ensuring that suitable background material, as suggested in paragraph 6, was available to resource the consultation (some of this may be drawn from existing material: not all would necessarily have to be prepared from scratch).

12. In March 2008, the working group would then again reflect upon the responses and prepare a second report, this time as a draft report to Conference, for the Council to consider at its meeting in April 2008 (or at a later meeting if the process so requires).  The Council would then take responsibility for what is finally presented to the Conference.

C.
Reporting to the Conference

13. The Council should present an interim report to the 2007 Conference on the manner in which it is responding to Resolution 40/9.  This should also indicate whether the Council anticipates any difficulties in completing the whole process in time for the 2008 Conference.  The working party should be requested to draft this report for the Council.

D.
Further considerations

14. There are two questions to be considered – a) whether the 1993 Resolutions should be changed; b) if so, in what way.  These two questions have to be addressed together because it is probable that many people would welcome some changes, but not other ones (i.e. the answer to the first question for them might well depend on what changes are envisaged.  Other people (whether or not they are entirely happy with the current resolutions) may say that the 1993 resolutions are best left as they are.  Part of the task of the working party will be to assess the strength of opinion on various ways forward, including keeping the status quo.

15. We must remember that this process is not just one sub-set of issues to do with Human Sexuality.  It is about whether the six resolutions individually and as a whole, best express in their current form what the Church wishes to say about Human Sexuality.

16. The decisions of Conference 2006 were taken on the basis of the 1993 resolutions (and, arguably, an interpretation of their implications).  If the 1993 resolutions are revised at some future date, it may be necessary to revisit the 2006 outcomes.  Certainly nothing should be ruled out before the consultation has taken place.

17. Although it is not required, consultation with the world Methodist family would be wise, so that the implications for the debate of our partnership with these other churches can be taken into account.  Similarly, it would be wise to inform our ecumenical partners in Britain of the process and to invite them to offer any comments that they wished to make for our consideration.  These contacts with Methodist and British ecumenical partners should be initiated during Stage 1 of the process, and continue into any Stage 2.

18. The Faith and Order Committee is considering embarking upon (or engaging with others in) a major piece of work on ‘a functional theology of human sexuality’.  This arises primarily from Section 25 of ‘Time for Action’ but, if undertaken, would potentially contribute to the thinking of the working party, even if it is not completed within the same timescale.  The working party should keep in contact with this Faith and Order Committee project.

D.
Membership of the working party

19. This working party needs to be seen to be sufficiently ‘balanced’ if it is to be ‘owned’ by the connexion.

20. It is obviously impossible to ensure that all possible ‘balances’ are reflected in the membership of the working party and in any case, to assume that individuals come with certain ‘agendas’ is not well-founded and places unrealistic expectations upon them.

21. One possible way of ensuring ‘ownership’ of the working party is for it to be chaired by a senior person such as a former President or Vice-President.  The 2004-06 process benefited from having two ‘Co-chairs’ but this may not be necessary so long as the person in the role of Chair is sufficiently trusted and the group as a whole is sufficiently ‘balanced’.

22. For effective working, it is probably desirable that the working party consists of no more than around 7-8 members in total.

23. It would be helpful to have a member of JSG as one of the members of the working party. This person’s primary role would be to ensure appropriate liaison with other key groups and processes within the life of the connexion.  

24. The group which produced the 2005 and 2006 reports did not presume that it would be asked to carry out the task: individual members of that group were willing to be approached to be part of a new group, but others would prefer not to be involved.

25. The working party needs to be serviced by the Connexional Team.  It is therefore proposed that a Connexional Team staff member (other than the JSG member) will also be in attendance at meetings of the working party to take notes and will provide other necessary administrative support for the process.

