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World Church Partners Consultation

Methodist Council Reference Group Report

Executive Summary and key recommendations

This report outlines the consultation process undertaken in Autumn 2007 arising from Notice of Motion 119 at the Blackpool Conference re ‘nature and number of staffing to support work and develop relations’ with Partner Churches.  It summarises the 23 responses received from Partner Churches by the time the Reference Group met on 14th December, including Partners main areas of concern.  The Reference Group’s full recommendations may be found in section 5 but can be summarised as follows

i. a copy of this report is sent to all Partner Churches and a further response to Partners that sets out again the range of support staff, across the Team, that will be working alongside the WCR Co-ordinator and Partnership Officers.  (5.1 and 6)

ii. there is a named regional Partnership Officer providing an initial point of contact and if possible with appropriate language skills. Partnership Officers should also have a second focus of mission theme skills. (5.5)

iii. the concept of Companion be adopted for the ‘diplomat’ role (5.4)

iv. a process for recruiting and appointing ‘diplomats’ be developed emphasising the importance that this responsibility is shared between Britain and Ireland. (5.2)

v. a conversation needs to be had around strategic priorities for the work and for grant-making and personnel exchange to ensure efficiency in the ‘new ways of working’. (5.6)

vi. special care is taken to demonstrate a mission focus explicitly in the early stages of the new ways of working.  (5.10) 

The Report

1. Background The Methodist Conference in July 2007 asked that Churches in partnership with the British Church should be consulted about the provision of staff support from September 1st 2008 onwards.

“(Conference) directs a report to be brought to the Conference of 2008 so that the Conference may judge whether the number and nature of the staff is adequate to support and develop our relations with our Partner Churches and commitment to world mission.”

2. The Consultation was sent out to 61 Partner Churches in English, French or Spanish. 

Enclosed with a letter from the General Secretary were four supporting documents:  

i. an explanation of the consultation

ii. a summary of the new arrangements – ‘World Change Relationships’
iii. a set of Scenarios that suggest ways in which the work of WCR will operate
iv. a Questionnaire.  
(any members of Council who would like to see a copy of these papers please contact Robert Jones of TFIG at robertjones@methodistchurch.org.uk )

Partner Churches were offered support with the opportunity for a telephone conference with a senior representative of the BMC or a face to face meeting to discuss the material through a visit to Britain by a Partner Church leader or a face to face meeting to discuss the material through a visit to the Partner Church by a senior representative of the BMC.

Partner Churches were invited to respond by contacting Michael King, World Church Office Team Leader.

3. Responses received by Reference Group. The Methodist Council Reference Group, meeting on the 14th December, received 23 responses (about 40%) including a report of one visit to London (The Gambia) and one visit to the MCCA for a meeting of District Presidents taking place in Guyana. 

The geographical spread is as follows:

Caribbean and Latin America  

10 responses

Europe



  
   6 responses

Africa 



 
  
   4 responses

Asia & Pacific


  
   3 responses

4. Partner Churches Responses to the Questionnaire 

A range of ideas and themes were developed in the responses which might be summarised thus:

4.1 What is valued?

· A trusted contact person is recurring theme. The current Area Secretaries are held in high esteem and they are seen as route to an ‘open door’ to the BMC. 

· There is appreciation of a process of reflection and mutuality both in learning and in support in mission. 

· The Dominican Republic point to specialist qualified personnel as a resource to develop theological vision and to offer technical support in the management of the church. 

· The Gambia, pointed to the importance of the block grant. Funding for projects is much less of a problem than supporting the core costs of ministry, administration and development. 

· Relationships are at the heart of all the work and the mutual exchange of learning, support and resource is vital. 

· The value of partnership is especially embodied in ‘Mission Partners’ (MCCA).

· The European responses emphasised the way in which joint working on projects across the continent has been important including the Fund for Mission in Europe, the Bratislava Conference etc.

· Latin American responses emphasise the way in which the churches are ‘partners in mission’ walking alongside one another, listening and breaking bread. (Argentina)

4.2 What gives concern? 

Again, a range of views were expressed, most of which are expressed in sections 4.3 onwards. Some of the other issues include:

· One response focused directly on what was seen to be a cut from 13 personnel to 4 which, in their perception, constituted a reduction in the knowledge base, the experience and the work that can be done. (UMC Central and Southern Europe)

· A few respondents have not grasped the concept of disaggregation which was spelled out in the documentation.
· There is concern too that this large team of ‘diplomats’ will require considerable co-ordination at both ends of the relationship.

· Argentina felt the reconfiguration focuses more on structure than on Mission and found it difficult to understand the logic of the changes.

· Bolivia expressed concern about the expense for ‘hosts’ with the Diplomat system.

· Most European responses were concerned about the future of the European desk and the significant strategic contribution that this makes to European networks

· a fear that the lines of communication could be lost or impaired and  there could be a serious lack of continuity.

4.3 The nomenclature and concepts of Partnership Officers and Diplomats

Apart from Portugal and Zimbabwe, there was no support for the proposed job titles.  ‘Diplomat’  especially was unsupported being seen as too far from the grass roots with unwelcome political resonances. ‘Officer’ was seen  as too repressive and authoritarian or just bureaucratic.  

Suggestions for ‘Officer’ included Coordinator, adviser or just stay with Area Secretary.

For ‘Diplomat’, suggestions included ambassador, messenger, witness, companion or the Portuguese ’companheiros’.

There was an understanding of the difference in roles with a great deal of support for the diplomat concept  (13 positive, 4 negative and 5 unsure). Some felt there was a need for one and only one contact person. There was clear plea for continuity and a concern about the competence of the diplomats. Language skills were also mentioned, especially Spanish. There was a clear recognition that this would bring more people who ‘know our reality and understand our mission’, and a widening of relationship through direct contact. 

4.4 Partnership Officer responsibilities: Geographical region or mission themes?

Almost all responses were anxious to retain regions including one which was ‘adamant to keep Area Secretaries’ (MCCA). However about half the responses saw a benefit in a mixture of region and theme. The Europeans were anxious about the placing of European work and one German response made a plea for keeping a Europe desk within World Church Relationships.

4.5 Skill specialists from around the Connexional Team

i. Personnel recruitment

This concept was largely welcomed .  The concerns identify a need for international and intercultural experience which may be more important than recruitment personnel  experience. Both must be in place.  MCCA identified a selection procedure for Mission Partners which combined ‘ shared wisdom and collective insights’ with the perceptions of ‘others with less knowledge of the region.’ The Partner Church must always be the focus.

ii.   Grant making
The majority welcome a process which sees the whole picture and seeks to ‘ensure just distribution’ of resources and ‘objective criteria’. The principal concern expressed was how Partner Churches would relate to World Church Relationships. Who would they talk to? Would that person have a detailed knowledge of their setting and context, and would those making the grants have sufficient knowledge

Another concern was about how exceptional needs and disasters would be addressed and the expectation that procedures would be developed.

It was recognised that more technical expertise may be traded for less direct contact and local knowledge

4.6 Overall impression

Of the 23 (see 3. above) responses considered by the Reference Group:

Positive










7

Doubts it will work and would prefer the status quo 



8

Accept there will be change and thank you for asking



7

Not clear
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The Methodist Church in Southern Africa offered a very different response that shared reflections arising from their review of MCSA’s own protocols in dealing with the Methodist Church in Britain (MCB).  It recognised “that any relationship should be seen as a two-way process of learning, sharing, mutual respect”.  Their paper offered alternatives for the renaming of the ‘world church’ work and a Code of Good Practice for Partnerships/Relationship Building.  It included suggestions on the governance and administration of relationships at different categories and levels from individual societies to connexional mission and education for ministry partnerships that might be the basis of negotiation of future relationships between MCB and MCSA.

4.7 Conclusions within the responses

There was a welcome for a more holistic approach which doesn’t divide domestic and international work (Baltic UMC). However some found the logic difficult to understand and both Argentina and EMK Germany were concerned about the lack of vision in a development which seemed to be more about structures than a mission task to ‘challenge and mobilise the church with new dynamics’.  There is some fear that the changes may work against partner churches but also a recognition that they can bring significant improvements in relationships.
The clear hope was for ‘the ability to walk alongside, listening and breaking bread’ and an expectation that the Koinonia of the past will be preserved in the future. (MCCA)

The ‘Consultation’ was commended as a good example of a transparent and open process.

5. Reference Group key issues and recommendations

In reflecting on the concerns raised by our Partner Churches the Reference Group summarise their observations and recommendation as follows
5.1 Will there be enough staff? 

The Reference Group recognises that there will never be ‘enough’ staff  and current proposals for the future will achieve a workable number. The Reference Group recommends that as a result of the Consultation a formal response to partners be made that sets out again the range of support staff working across the Team alongside the WCR Co-ordinator and Partnership Officers. 

5.2 Coordination of diplomats will take staff time, will there be enough diplomats to do the job? Have we resources to support this?
The Reference Group judges that there will be time required for initial recruitment and briefing. Specific administrative tasks need to be identified, for example travel arrangements and this considerable admin detail needs to be worked out. 

The Reference Group recommends that a process for recruiting and appointing Diplomats be developed emphasising the importance that this responsibility is shared between Britain and Ireland.

5.3 Will the new configuration increase bureaucracy?

The Reference Groups judges that the efficiencies of the new configuration will be worked out in the experience of the  ‘new ways of working’ for the Connexional Team.  Some of the same tasks will be needed but diplomats will work in quite a different way. The Reference Group recommends that there  is a conversation to be had around strategic priorities for the work and for grant-making and personnel exchange

5.4 Nomenclature. The term ‘Diplomat’ receives no support and ‘Officer’ is also problematic. What alternatives can be suggested?

For Diplomat, the Reference Group recommends the term ‘Companion’ which carried resonances of reciprocity, those who break bread and journey together,  though equivalents in other languages may express the concept better. 

For ‘Officer’, The Reference Group asks if ‘Partnership Secretary’ is out of bounds and commends ‘Partnership Co-ordinator’ as a happy compromise.

5.5 Will lines of communication and responsibility be lost? Will there be a single contact person? Will the Partnership Officer’s responsibility be configured by region or by theme?

The Reference Group judges that there needs to be a named regional Partnership Officer providing an initial point of contact and if possible with appropriate language skills. Partnership Officers should also have a second focus of mission theme skills.

5.6     Are there plans for effective administrative support?
The Reference Group recognises that work is presently under way to provide appropriate administrative support for the whole Team and recommends that care be taken to ensure  intercultural and international expertise is included, particularly for those areas specified in 5.2 above

5.7 Will there be enough cultural and international expertise provided within the Personnel function within the Team?

The Reference Group recommends that special care is taken in the drafting of a Job Description and recruitment for this post within the reconfigured Personnel sub-cluster to ensure that the best possible expertise is provided.

5.8 How will Personnel exchanges be handled with Partner Churches?

The Reference Group recognises that there is still more work to be done in this area and judges that significant importance should be given to this work.

5.9 What will happen to our work in Europe?

The Reference Group recognises that there is a process in place for reconfiguring the European work which is varied and complex. The Reference Group judges that this would best be handled with short term and longer term approaches to ensure that essential work is not lost.

5.10 Is the restructuring process mission focused?

The Reference Group recognises the mission intention implicit in the current reconfiguration of the Team and World Church Relationships and recommends that special care is taken to demonstrate this explicitly in the early stages of the new ways of working.

5.11 What is missing?

While acknowledging that the questionnaire did not ask about this, the Reference Group noted with interest that responses, with the exception of  MCSA,  do not reflect how the development of relationships might work the ‘other way’.

6.  What happens next? 

The Reference Group recognised the importance of including Partners in an ongoing conversation about these developments and recommends that the  BMC sends to every Partner Church :

· a copy of this report 

· a formal response to the reservations that have been expressed

Reference Group comprised

Helen Woodall (Chair), David Andrews, Wesley Campbell (Methodist Church in Ireland),  Anthea Cox, Beverley Jones,  Ralph Lee*,  Brian Mansfield*, John Pritchard*

supported and attended by Robert Jones and Mike King

* were unable to attend the Reference Group meeting but shared in email exchange about the papers
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