Report on visit to Brazil: 8th – 21st July 2011 by 
Rev David Hinchliffe, Channel Islands District.

General Comments.

The purpose of my visit to Brazil was twofold: firstly, to represent the British Methodist Church at the 19th General Council of the Methodist Church of Brazil in Brasilia (which meets every five years); and secondly, to visit the communities of Cuiaba, San Jose, Teresopolis, and Nova Friburgo in the State of Rio de Janeiro, which had been devastated by landslides and flooding in January 2011. The British Methodist Church had sent a donation of $10,000 towards the emergency response appeal of the Rio de Janeiro Conference of the Methodist Church.

One of the biggest challenges of my visit was that I do not speak Portuguese! Unfortunately a translator was not always available during the General Council. I am grateful to those who were able to help, but am conscious therefore that my insights such as they are, are limited by my own linguistic short-comings, and that conversations were inevitably self-selecting i.e. by those whose conversational English was good.

I am immensely grateful to the British and Brazilian Methodist Churches for making this adventure possible. I have learned so much, and this has been immensely helpful as we have just welcomed a Brazilian minister to serve in the Channel Islands District in Guernsey. I hope that this will not be the last opportunity to visit Brazil!  Below, therefore, are three brief reflections arising from my experience in Brazil. I could write much more!

The Challenge and Commitment to Mission.
One of the remarkable statistics about Brazilian Methodism is that in the last 20 years its membership has grown by 286% to approximately 214,000 – comparable to British Methodism.

The major item of Council business was the National Missionary Plan. In summary, it aimed to orient the church to mission at every level of the church’s life. Material was to be produced for teaching in Conferences, local churches, and in house-groups, so that mission would be the very life-blood of Methodism in every level. At a structural level it was agreed that over the next period the church would organisationally change in order that every State in Brazil would have its own Conference (26 in total), compared with the present 6 Conferences and 2 missionary Conferences. One of the two missionary Conferences, The North-Eastern Missionary Conference, would also become autonomous. The plan was agreed to great acclaim.
In one of the debates concerning the National Missionary Plan one of the delegates commented that “a declining church is a sick church!” My immediate response was one of annoyance and defensiveness. I wanted to say how difficult it was to be a Christian in a secular and secularising society like the UK! But the comment has remained with me as a personal challenge, but also to British Methodism: do we too easily accept decline as inevitable? In a BBC Songs of Praise programme introducing Singing the Faith, John Bell of the Iona Community remarked that “Methodists sing well because they believe they can sing; Anglicans only believe the choir can sing!” The analogy is that Brazilian Methodism is growing because it believes it can grow because it sees God at work, whereas it too easy – perhaps – for British Methodists to assume that only others can grow – whether it be Methodism in other parts of the world, or other denominations in the UK. I have little doubt that the Brazilian missionary plan will radically affect the church, and facilitate its continuing growth. I am challenged to reflect on that experience in the light of my own ministry and context.

40th Anniversary of Ordination of Women

The Saturday morning service at the General Council included a celebration of the fortieth anniversary of the ordination of women as presbyters in the Methodist Church in Brazil.  The General Council also marked the 10th anniversary of the election of the first woman bishop – Bp Marisa – who also preached the sermon on the role of women in society.

It is interesting to note, however, that bishop Marisa is still the only female bishop. The candidates for election of bishops who received large numbers of votes were also men. Looking around the Conference chamber suggested that 2/3rd – ¾ of all the delegates were men, suggesting that there is still a long way for there to be a gender balance in church leadership (at least at the national level).

The Challenge of Social Engagement.

One of the consequences of attending the British Conference one day and literally arriving at the Brazilian Conference the next, was comparing agendas! The British Conference had received reports in climate change, poverty, and the “Big Society.” It also received a report on the ethics of investment. I was surprised to note that racism appeared to be the only “social” issue in the General Council’s agenda. In conversation I tried to discover why this might be. Some responses were that social engagement is undertaken at regional and local level; others were more critical in suggesting that some social issues at a national and international level, such as climate change, were only really being tackled by the Roman Catholic Church. Certainly of the national expenditure of the Church, social action was by far the smallest category of expenditure.
 The challenge in my mind then is how Methodism, remembering its small size in Brazilian terms, can engage in such ways.
The most powerful and moving part of my stay was to visit the areas north of Rio de Janeiro devastated by the landslides and floods of 12th January 2011. What was powerfully and manifestly clear was that the Methodist churches in each town or village had immediately and generously supported their communities in the face of the tragedy. In Cuiaba, and Teresopolis, the churches had housed many people. As an example, in the Methodist church in Cuiaba 50 people stayed in the church for 60 days; 600 meals a day were cooked on 6 gas rings for 60 days (27000 meals in the first 45 days!); 1000 emergency food baskets were distributed; and 300 households were registered for Social Rent. The church also became a distribution point for cookers or fridges, and clothes for those able to find or return to their own accommodation. Amazingly, pledged relief from Japan still arrived after their own disastrous tsunami. Such a profound response was reflected by the Methodist communities in Teresopolis. The Methodist Church in Nova Friburgo, itself flooded, became a distribution point for emergency aid. It has also provided counsellind therapy to children traumatised by the floods. It is estimated (unofficially) that almost 10,000 people lost their lives in the tragedy in the mountain regions.  Of special note is that one effect of the catastrophe – and how the Methodist churches responded – has been how he relationships between the churches and the civil authorities has been much improved as a consequence of their commitment to help anyone in need.

My final additional visit was to the Methodist institute in the Providencia favela in Rio de Janeiro. The Methodist institute has been serving the people of the favela over many decades (approximately 12,000 live on the hillside above the institute). The Institute provides day-care for 350 pre-school children, rudimentary medical facilities offered pro bono  by doctors, dentists, and pharmacists, as well as adult-education opportunities including the option to develop IT and English skills.

Whilst the General Council agenda didn’t highlight this area of the Church’s life, both Providencia and the response to the disasters suggests that Methodism is indeed powerfully engaged with the most vulnerable and needy in Brazilian society. 

Final Comments.
My (lack of) language skills, and the fact that this was my first visit to the General Council inevitably mean that much of the visit which was new – and as with anything new, inevitably a huge learning-curve comes with it. I found the visit to Brazil to be challenging, energising, and hope-filled. Having returned home, the experience has challenged some of my own assumptions, not least about the nature of mission, discipleship and growth. In Martyn Atkins’ phrase, are we in the UK a “discipleship movement shaped for mission?” I believe that the links between British and Brazilian Methodism can mutually enrich us both, and I hope that this will not be my last visit to Brazil! I am also very excited about the possibilities that working with a Brazilian presbyter will bring to my District and circuit back home. I returned home, in the words of the Methodist Recorder campaign, “proud to be a Methodist!”  - and proud to be part of a worldwide Methodist movement. Obrigado.
� The COGEAM (General Council for Missionary Action) report offered an interesting description of the various pieces of missionary activity since the last General Conference. It was interesting to see where national mission money was sent (between 2007 and 2011)  [R$ 2.35 = £1 GBP]:


REMNE Missionary Conference  (North-East )		R$	642375		(£273371)


REMA Missionary Conferenbce(Amazonia)		R$	642375		(£273371)


Emergency Fund					R$	208950		(£  88914)


Marketing						R$	179300		(£  76297)


Social Action					R$	120000		(£  51063)





						TOTAL	R$	2,193,000	(£933,191)  (p.5)
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