Report to Methodist Council October 2007 
MC/07/90

FOR DECISION

Proposal to set up a Working Group on Human Embryology and Early Human Life

Summary

1. The Methodist Council is invited to consider setting up an ecumenical working group on Human Embryology and Early Human Life to report to Conference in 2008 on the challenges of scientific developments, to recommend theological, ethical and social principles which should guide responses to these developments, and thereafter to provide a study guide on these issues.

Background

2. The Methodist Conference 2007 referred a Notice of Motion on Early Human Life to Methodist Council for consideration:

In the light of technological and medical developments in issues concerning early human life (including abortion, therapeutic cloning and pre-implantation genetic diagnosis) and the consequent changes in legislation in these area, the Conference directs the Methodist Council to set up a Working Party to produce both a Report which will address the theological, ethical and social principles by which decision-making on such development is properly to be exercised, and to provide an accompanying study guide.

3. The Methodist Council is asked to approve the setting up of a working group to report to Conference in 2008.

Purpose of the working group

4. This is a time of great change in the area of human embryology and early human life.  There have been significant scientific and technological developments since the Methodist Conference statement on abortion in 1976 and the Conference report on The Status of the Unborn Human in 1991, and even since Making Our Genes Fit was written by the Methodist Genetics Working Group in 1999.  

5. Legislation likely to come before Parliament in the next parliamentary year will propose changes in the law governing the creation of human-animal embryos, embryo screening and egg and sperm donation.  Some groups have already indicated that they will also use the opportunity to push for changes to the abortion law.  The Methodist Church needs to ensure that it is equipped to respond to future developments theologically, ethically and pastorally.  

6. It is proposed that a time-limited working group be established to look at the challenges posed by the scientific developments in these areas, and what theological, ethical and social principles should guide our responses to these and future developments.  A tight timetable is recommended, with a report to Conference in 2008.  This is largely because the work of the group itself is to be limited: it is not expected that the working group should produce another report on the scale of The Status of the Unborn Human, but should instead outline the challenges and principles involved.  If the working group concludes that further longer-term work is necessary then this recommendation will also be brought to Conference.  After the report to Conference in 2008, the working group will also then be responsible for producing or commissioning a study guide to resource people in the churches who wish to look at these issues.

7. During the lifetime of the group, the issues it is considering will be politically controversial.  It is proposed that the group should use its collective expertise to resource the Joint Public Issues Team in engaging in political debate.  The Public Issues Team will, of course, observe the conventions in Speaking for the Methodist Church on occasions when the mind of Conference is unclear.

Ecumenical considerations

8. The Baptist Union of Great Britain and the United Reformed Church have indicated their desire to work with the Methodist Church on these issues, and therefore it is proposed to create an ecumenical working group.  The Methodist members of the group would be responsible for producing the report for Conference; the Baptist and URC members would decide what report to feed into their own governance structures.

Membership of the group

9. Nominations for Methodist membership of the group have been sought via a piece in the Connexional Link Mailing and in the Methodist Recorder, information on the Methodist Church website, and an email to people who have expressed an interest in public issues.  Because of the tight timetable the proposed membership of the working group, together with reasoned statements, will be tabled at Methodist Council in October.

10. The Working Group will need a cross-section of members from different theological traditions and denominations; members with medical knowledge, as well as non-experts; ordained and lay; people with experience of science, ethics, and politics, as well as people with opposing opinions.  The group will also need, or need to have access to, expertise in producing study material.  The group will be supported by the ecumenical Joint Public Issues Team.

Terms of Reference

11. The proposed terms of reference for the working group are as follows:

The working group shall:

a. consider the range of challenges arising from aspects of human life before birth, including but not limited to: abortion, therapeutic cloning, pre-implantation genetic diagnosis

b. review the historic positions of the various denominations on issues relating to the pre-birth period

c. identify current developments in scientific understanding and activity, and suggest responses to these developments

d. suggest ethical and theological principles to guide responses to future developments

e. resource the Joint Public Issues Team, during the life of the working group, in contributing to the political debate, whilst recognising the complexities of speaking on behalf of the Church 

f. produce a study guide for church members available by June 2009, covering the issues involved

In respect of the Methodist Church

g. make recommendations whether, in the light of such developments, the historic statements of the Methodist Church need to be re-visited

h. present a report to the Methodist Conference of 2008 to be discussed and received.  

In respect of the Baptist Union of Great Britain and the United Reformed Church

i. make appropriate reports to those denominations.

Financial considerations

12. A budget of £5,000 is to be made available to cover the costs of the working group from the Public Life and Social Justice budget.  The costs of producing and promoting the study guide will be shared between the three denominations and will be clearer once group has clarified the nature of the resource needed.   Within the Methodist Church the bid for a budget for such work will go through the relevant processes of the new team.

Resolutions

1. The Methodist Council approves the setting up of a working group to examine issues of Human Embryology and Early Human Life to report to Conference in 2008 and thereafter to produce a study guide

2. The Methodist Council approves the terms of reference set out in this report

3. The Methodist Council approves the Methodist membership of the working group [to be tabled]

Rachel Lampard, Secretary for Parliamentary and Political Affairs, The Joint Public Issues Team

September 2007

