
45.
Extending Discipleship and Exploring Vocation (‘Foundation Training’ for the Future)

1. Background

1.1. Foundation Training commenced in September 1999 in response to a decision of the Methodist Conference of that year. It was for those ‘judged to have a strong sense of Christian vocation to exercise their discipleship through some form of ordained or authorised lay ministry’ and its aim was to ‘to enable the particular form of vocation and the person’s ability to exercise it to be more accurately discerned’.  The original proposal was for the scheme to begin in 2000 but the Conference asked for an immediate implementation and so the first intake of Foundation Training students was in the autumn of 1999. After an initial review in 2000, the programme has been running for a further six years.  In 2005 a full review was initiated by the Training Strategy and Resources Executive (TSRE). This report represents the findings and recommendations of the review working party.  

1.2. The paper identifies and celebrates the successes of Foundation Training over seven years.  It considers the areas of concern, it sets out eight principles on which to develop our practice and it recommends a new approach to exploration of discipleship and vocation for a wider group of people, located closer to their home Circuit or area, with the support of training institutions, and finally suggests a timetable and means of moving to the new patterns.

2. The Success of Foundation Training

2.1. Foundation Training evolved quickly from fragile beginnings.  As the training institutions that oversee the programmes gained in confidence and competence and responded to connexional requests and students needs, certain institutions, particularly those with a strong Methodist ethos and a reliable annual intake of Foundation students, developed strong yet flexible programmes that have been exemplary.  Their achievements and those of the students who underwent Foundation Training with them should be celebrated as a gift to the Church.  Much that has been achieved would have been unrealisable without the support and co-operation of the theological institutions, the tutors, the churches and the highly committed students. 

2.2. In particular we recognise that Training Institutions have developed expertise in working with students in vocational discernment and, through the process, become more outward looking and flexible in dealing with different types of students.

2.3. Throughout the Connexion, it has been possible to ensure that every student has had access to training that incorporates the acquisition of basic theological tools.  Within the parameters of current Foundation Training provision, some institutions are engaged in the delivery of discrete modules 

of outstanding merit, within existent programmes, that would be adaptable for wider use. Owing to positive encounters, many ‘home’ Circuits now express their willingness to offer placement opportunities and some Districts have displayed an earnest desire to fulfil a greater role in the guidance of students.  

2.4. Students who complete programmes of Foundation Training become more informed about the nature of the Church and of ministry.  In the course of their studies, many students have been confronted with painful revelations about themselves, their hopes and aspirations, and their capacity for future service in the Church.  These realisations occur within the context of the institutions that provide a challenging yet pastorally supportive environment.  
2.5. The majority of students who offer as candidates for an ordained ministry do so with an understanding of the nature of the Church and of the ministry enhanced by their training experiences and with an appropriate level of self-awareness.  Some students state that they have experienced spiritual growth in response to intentional formational opportunities.  Other students report that they have acquired an enhanced awareness of the ecclesiology of ecumenical partner Churches that affords them, by means of informed comparisons, a greater understanding of the significance of denominational identity and integrity. 
2.6. A small number of students have been affirmed and equipped in their vocation to lay ministry and have begun to fulfil their calling with energy, enthusiasm and deepened knowledge and spirituality.
3. Areas of concern about the current provision

3.1. Nevertheless, Foundation Training has not provided opportunities for large numbers to explore the ministry to which they are called. 120 people applied in the first year; this soon fell to 80 and has remained around this level (hence, the numbers now entering the processes are roughly comparable to the number of candidates formerly entering under the previous system). Of these, 85% offer as candidates for ordained ministry in the final year of their Foundation Training and thus, if accepted, are eligible to move immediately from Foundation Training into pre-ordination training, upon successful completion of the former (provided that all the other prerequisites have been met).  The percentage quoted in the previous sentence will rise due to the five year period of eligibility to candidate that remains to students who have completed Foundation Training. 

3.2. In the current system approximately £1 million is spent on Foundation Training per annum compared to an annual expenditure of approximately £750,000 on pre-ordination training (both figures excluding block grant provision).

3.3. However much the Connexional Officers and Theological Tutors may have laboured to maintain that Foundation Training is a discrete programme of study for the purpose of vocational exploration and discernment and is separate from the processes of candidacy, most students have continued to experience candidating as the goal of their studies. This is exacerbated in some institutions where training occurs alongside those preparing for ordination (in Methodism or in a partner denomination).  Students tend to assume that the success of Foundation Training can be measured by their progress through candidacy; some institutions and office bearers in the Church have colluded with and compounded this assessment.     

3.4. Foundation Training opened the discernment process to the possibility of identifying a calling to an authorised lay ministry as an outcome but it has proved difficult for the Church to discover and use these lay outcomes.  Of the small numbers of those in Foundation Training who were confirmed in their calling to lay ministry, several have found it difficult to find appropriate training and employment for the next stage and little has been provided by the Connexion for such development.

3.5. From the circuit point of view the system has been confusing and difficult to manage. Many members of a Circuit Meeting have wondered why applicants return for support in candidating one or two years after being sent forward.  With regard to candidates for ordained ministry, the application and candidating processes seem a curious double hurdle to many students, Circuits, Districts and ecumenical partners. 

3.6. Regrettably, there is anecdotal evidence that some people who have wanted to test a call to ordained ministry in the Church have been prevented from so doing because the demands of Foundation Training have been too great to combine with their existing employment or other responsibilities. Faced with the option of relinquishing their career in order to enter Foundation Training (without any commitment from the Church beyond the exploration period), they have been justifiably hesitant about making such a commitment.  Whilst it would be easy to quote scriptures to endorse this kind of risk-taking commitment in Christian discipleship, it could be argued that for some the risk was considerably higher than under the old pattern of candidating.  Furthermore, failure to note the personal, cultural and economic contexts of the potential students would be to do them and the Church a gross disservice.  

3.7. It has in practice proved to be expensive to provide Foundation Training. Even with the £1,000 contribution the costs have been far higher than anticipated. (See 4.3 below)

3.8. There has been a growing concern about the welfare of students under the oversight of Foundation Training bases whose programmes (by common reckoning) have proven not to be of the highest calibre.  This is the case when the learning contexts in which the students have studied have lacked the variety of Methodist core staff and size of student body to enable an adequate denominational focus; students from certain institutions (and in some instances their Superintendents) have written that they have learnt much about a partner denomination but that they would value an immersion in Methodism. The fact that the focus of the student’s activity has been away from the home Circuit has meant that some Circuits (and Districts) have not understood and owned Foundation Training.

4. The Need for Change    

4.1. It might justifiably be argued that many of the above concerns could be addressed by a variety of means that would not necessitate a total reconfiguration of Foundation Training.  Indeed, training institutions are constantly reviewing and revising their practices in collaboration and consultation with each other, with the Church and with accrediting agencies.  There is generous sharing of models of good practice.  Much could be done to enhance and improve current courses.

4.2. Some issues, however, cannot be resolved through this mechanism.  The academic and institutional shape of training courses, and the time and emotional demands on students together with the complex and lengthy admissions process prevent higher numbers from entering the vocational discernment process.  The continual pressure towards ordination robs the Church of the range of ministries for circuit and local church mission.

4.3. Moreover, the Church must always exercise careful stewardship of its limited resources. The costs of Foundation Training vary somewhat between the different modes of training and different institutions. At 2003/4 prices the total cost for a student to undertake Foundation Training – either full or part time – was in the order of £8,000 (these figures do not take account of block grant funding to institutions or central office costs). If block grants are included the figure rises to approximately £12,000. Towards this each student paid a nominal contribution of £1,000. 

4.4. It is thus time to consider a more radical re-envisaging of the way we help people to deepen their discipleship, explore their vocation and discern their ministry. This accords with several memorials to the Conference and with current ecumenical developments. It is also confirmed by the working group’s extensive consultation. It is widely believed that we need to retain the gains of seven years of Foundation Training (summarised above) and address the concerns more directly. 

5. Key Principles

In the process of review the group identified key principles that would underpin any development.  

5.1. Close proximity to the mission of the home Circuit or area. At present the nature of the Foundation Training tends to remove the student from close 
contact with their Circuit or local area. It also deprives the Circuit of the opportunity to share in the student’s vocational journey.  In Methodism the Circuit is central to our understanding of mission and therefore we need to have systems that support the growing ministry of the Circuit and strengthen new and emerging ministries. 

5.2. Accessible and flexible. Despite the best endeavours of many institutions, the present requirement that Foundation Training should include 120 credits at Higher Education (HE) level 1 (that is, the equivalent of one whole year of full-time undergraduate level study) has constrained both the type and style of courses undertaken by students. It has also proved a hurdle for some who might otherwise have begun Foundation Training and gained confidence as they explored their vocation.  At present, the formal and structured nature of Foundation Training, as well as its inevitably high cost, means that it will always be limited to comparatively few students.  Any revised form of training needs to be flexible enough to accommodate the increasingly varied needs of both students and the Church in its mission. It also needs to be accessible and open to a wide range of possible explorers.

5.3. Appropriate commitment of both Church and explorers.  The present highly structured form of Foundation Training makes great demands on students and their families. The part-time courses almost certainly demand more than half-time commitment from most students. There is some evidence that whole categories of potential applicants (those with demanding jobs or young families, for example) are discouraged from applying for Foundation Training for these reasons. Equally full-time Foundation Training means that students must make a demanding commitment to the Church with no reciprocal commitment from the Church in return. Thus some are discouraged from making an offer to the Church whilst others – wrongly but understandably – feel that they have sacrificed so much in order to take up a training proposal that the Church ought to be obliged to accept their candidature.  Any new patterns should encourage exploration at a level and in ways that are commensurate with the Church’s commitment to and support of individuals as ‘learning disciples’.

5.4. An accompanied discernment process of a high quality. One of the strengths of the current provision is the high level of skill developed by those in training institutions for enabling and supporting vocational discernment. Facilitating reflection on learning, placement experience and personal gifts is not easily achieved. It requires pastorally sensitive, theologically skilled accompanists who are in tune with the wide needs and opportunities of the Church and able to help others locate themselves within this framework.  Any new development must ensure that such skills are preserved and, if anything, used more widely and by more people in the Church.  

5.5. A means to strengthen Methodist identity within an ecumenical context.  Where Foundation Training has worked well it has given students a justifiable sense of pride in their particular tradition from which to contribute to the wider mission of the Church. Learning about Methodist history, theology and spirituality has been complementary and enriching to the ecumenical environments of most Training Institutions. This discovery and critical exploration of Methodist heritage should be pursued and incorporated in any process of vocational exploration. At the same time it is clear that other Churches are seeking to open up similar pathways towards ministry and service, such as Education for Discipleship within the Church of England.  Thus, where it is possible and practical for vocational discernment to take place with or alongside those from other traditions it will strengthen the process and nurture good inter-Church relations.

5.6. With appropriate theological learning.  It is clear that access to theological learning has greatly helped students in Foundation Training to come to a deeper appreciation of faith and better understanding of the Church’s mission, and contributed significantly to the discernment of calling.  The strait-jacket of the required 120 credits has been difficult for some students, however, and most institutions have been developing courses designed to meet individual as well as Church needs and at levels appropriate to students, for which exemption from or adaptation of the basic requirement is requested.  We commend the need for structured theological study in any new development but recognise that this requirement may be met by an even wider range of study possibilities than those currently offered in most institutions offering Foundation Training.  The possibility of courses such as Faith and Worship being included may enable a wider range of people to begin theological exploration as they explore their vocation or ministry.

5.7. Affirming of a wide variety of vocations and ministries.  S.O. 060 implies that Foundation Training is primarily pre-Pre-Ordination Training.  There is good reason to argue against this view and promote an approach that encourages many people to consider God’s call.  It is consonant with our tradition and our theology of the ministry of the whole people of God   A vocational exploration programme not driven by the candidating process will be of great benefit to the life of the Church.

5.8. A corporate experience.  Students consistently witness to the value of exploring vocation with others.  Not only do individuals pray for and support each other in the process, they also learn from each other's reflections, placements, insights and challenges.  There is also affirmation and shared celebration as people find their path forward that can encourage others to consider their own vocation. 

6. Extending Discipleship and Exploring Vocation: The Proposed New Shape

What is involved? 

6.1. The exploration process will ideally have at its centre a home Circuit or area-based group of six to twelve explorers facilitated by two or three local leaders. (Regional Tutors will ensure parity of provision across the Connexion.) This group will meet regularly (weekly, fortnightly or monthly) for conversation, prayer, reflection and study. Exploration will always include four elements: these should not be seen as discrete or compartmentalised; each contains vital aspects of the process. Much that is proposed here could be undertaken within an ecumenical context, so long as the strand relating to Methodist identity is given due priority:

6.1.1. Extending Discipleship and Exploring Vocation looks at personality and gifts, variety of ministries in and beyond the Church, and the nature of mission, using printed material such as To Serve the Present Age, online material or a locally-developed programme built to connexionally agreed learning outcomes. This will be the core agenda of regular meetings and will involve a variety of methods for teaching and learning. 

6.1.2. Theological reflection on Church and world. This will include placement work, often starting within the student’s home Circuit, and then encouraging the student to go further from his/her previous experience and current immediate context. For example, people who have a limited experience of diaconal ministry could address this through a placement beyond the local Circuit. This practical encounter will be coupled with sustained theological reflection upon its significance through group reporting, reflecting and mentor conversations

6.1.3. Understanding Methodism and forming Methodist Identity. This would be a combination of teaching, credit-bearing in some cases, discussion and contact with other students who are engaged in exploration in the region or across several Circuits.  It might take the form of study weekends organised by the regional tutor, distance or e-learning, or a series of monthly meetings arranged by a training institution. Connexionally-organised exploration weekends may also be provided.

6.1.4. Engagement with the Learning Church. This element will often imply completion of an appropriate academic course, or Faith and Worship, or possibly leading a Disciple course and assessing the experience, or undertaking a certificate of Christian studies with a training institution.  The key element here is the extension of knowledge alongside the expanding of experience that can inform theological reflection.

How will it work?

6.2. Those wishing to enter will do so via an initial conversation with their minister in pastoral charge and then with the agreed support of the Circuit.  The Circuit will ensure that each explorer is adequately accompanied and supported in the period of exploration.  It will sometimes be necessary or helpful for more than one Circuit to co-operate in forming an explorers group (or for the group to be facilitated through the District).  There will be no requirement to seek district or connexional permission to participate in the group. 

6.3. The home circuit or area groups will be supported by regional tutors who will have close links with local Training Institutions (and the new ecumenical Regional Training Partnerships as they emerge over the next few years).  Regional Tutors will work closely with local Training and Development Officer(s). The tutor will help local group leaders with programme planning, arranging placement experience and reflection. Study weekends and some other aspects of the exploration programme will also normally need to be organised at a regional level. Regional tutors may also offer advice and support in wider engagement with the learning Church.

How long is the process?

6.4. There will be no set period for the ‘completion’ of exploration.  People will be expected to move on as they begin to discern and seek to respond to their own calling.  In this sense the period of exploration will be open ended. However, for most people the minimum time needed for this process will be about a year.  This will allow circuit or area and regional programmes to work together and encourage people considering entry to anticipate making a sustained commitment for a limited period. We calculate that all the strands of the programme could be adequately covered in a total of 300 hours of a student’s time. This is equivalent to an average of six hours/week over a year, and includes group meetings, short placement experiences, and the student’s own time for individual learning and reflection. Some students will, of course, be able to commit more time to the process, but we believe that 300 hours represents a realistic minimum level of commitment.

Who is it for?

6.5. The pattern of exploration is for anyone who wishes to understand more fully their calling to follow Christ and to live as Christ's disciples in the world.  It will help people to explore further, to know themselves better, to identify their gifts and explore the various possibilities of ministry and service.  For some it will open up possibilities of service within ‘secular’ employment or in serving a local community and for others it will involve pioneering new or emerging ministries in the life of the Church.  Some will find this a natural pathway towards established ministries in the Church such as that of a local preacher, pastoral leader, youth worker, lay worker, deacon or presbyter.

What is the relationship between extending discipleship and exploring vocation and candidating for diaconal or presbyteral ministry?

6.6. This exploration is primarily intended for those who wish to explore the outworking of Christian discipleship and vocation in a disciplined and structured way. We anticipate that the majority of those undertaking the course will not be intending to candidate for ordained ministry but will use the opportunity to discern and begin to equip themselves for lay discipleship which serves God's mission in the local church and Circuit and the wider world. The structured exploration of lay discipleship will be a major gain from these proposals; equally we hope that other explorers will discover for themselves a previously unrecognised call to ordained ministry.

6.7. The candidating process will not require the completion of exploration in a formal sense. We anticipate that candidates for presbyteral and diaconal ministry will normally benefit from having travelled via an exploration group.  Formal processes of testing for selection at circuit, district and connexional levels will continue to assume and look for evidence of a developed awareness of self, the Church, ministries and Methodism.  Membership of an Exploration group will equip candidates to address these issues.  Nonetheless, the selection criteria for candidates will continue to be set connexionally and will be the basis for a decision to recommend someone for training as a student deacon or student minister. Therefore it will be possible for individuals to candidate without formal involvement in the exploration process, though for most this would be the obvious route.  

6.8. All students completing Extending Discipleship and Exploring Vocation will be offered the opportunity to reflect upon their journey through the completion of a ‘portfolio’ demonstrating their engagement with the four strands as described above (6.1). (The regional tutor will be able to advise as to its contents.)  For any who choose to candidate, this will then form part of the evidence considered by committees. All Candidates will be expected to produce an equivalent portfolio of their personal vocational journey.

6.9. As the majority of those engaging in the extension of their discipleship are not expected to candidate, this will not be the main focus of the exploration, and it is anticipated that the regional tutor or District Candidates’ Secretary may need to ensure that appropriate provision is made of candidating seminars.

What will it cost?

6.10. Initial costings suggest that explorers will be expected to pay between £200-300 plus travel expenses, covering the provision of materials, a weekend residential course, and the incidental costs incurred in constructing the programme for the circuit group (costs of visiting speakers etc.), and on placement. Some Circuits and local churches may wish to assist explorers with these costs.  Home Circuits or areas will help to facilitate courses, with the active assistance of the regional tutor. The regional tutor will co-ordinate placements and reflection thereon. The core costs of regional tutors will be met as part of the connexional training budget, for example, by a re-allocation of block grants or by an adjustment of job descriptions within an institution.

Anticipated consequences of these changes

6.11. Changes to current Standing Orders will be necessary. S.O. 060 will have to be re-written.  If formal admission to an exploration group is to be decided at circuit level, then most of the functions of the District Vocations Committee will become redundant, and Standing Orders relating to that body will no longer be required.

6.12. Selection procedures for candidates may have to be amended and selectors retrained because District and Connexional Candidates Selection Committees will no longer have access to detailed reports from training institutions. The regional tutor will, however, be able to provide a report.

7. Financial implications

7.1 The per capita costs of the journey of exploration will be carried by individual explorers. It will be necessary, however, for regional support to be connexionally funded, perhaps by a reallocation of existing Block Grants.

7.2
At present students entering pre-ordination training are assumed to bring some training and experience from Foundation Training including, for example, some accredited theological study and practical preparation for leadership. It is, however, commonly acknowledged that the time many students spend in pre-ordination training at present is too short to allow proper formation and equipping for ordained ministry. Once exploration is introduced, careful consideration will need to be given to the length of pre-ordination training.
7.3
Foundation Training was always intended to help some students discern lay vocations within the Church. Currently no funding is budgeted to assist those students who discern this to be their calling to equip themselves for such vocations. When exploration is introduced, it will be important to target grant and bursary funding to enable such lay people to be properly prepared for their ministries in the service of the Church.

7.4
Any detailed analysis of the financial implications of these proposals will be dependent upon the changes proposed in the Future Use & Configuration of Training Institutions Report, and especially upon decisions concerning the future allocation of Block Grants. Nonetheless we anticipate that these proposals will result in considerable savings for the Church.
8 Implementation

8.1 The present report asks the Conference to accept the principles underlying the proposed new shape of Extending Discipleship and Exploring Vocation. If the report is adopted by the Conference in 2006 then changes to Standing Orders will be prepared for the 2007 Conference. Permission will be sought for the current pilot projects to be expanded from 2006 onwards, and it is anticipated that the final group of Foundation students under the old system will be approved by District Committees in the 2006-07 connexional year and enter Foundation Training in September 2007.  The final details of the transitional arrangements will be the subject of further careful work, in order to ensure that the new system is as robust as possible

8.2 Meanwhile, pilot schemes have been authorised by the Ministerial Candidates and Probationers Oversight Committee (MCPOC). These have taken broadly two forms:
8.2.1 Some individuals who have been given permission to enter Foundation Training by a District have worked with a local tutor with support from a Training Institution seeking to address the four identified areas, for example through involvement in a local (support) group.  Those with permission are likely to test their calling to ordained ministry; the wider local group will share the exploration journey with them.
8.2.2 In the North-East, two Circuits are piloting circuit-based programmes for people who are at the first stages of exploration and where most are expected to find and fulfil ministry through avenues other than ordained ministry.
The pilots are an essential part of the move to a new pattern. If given approval in principle by the Conference, the results of the initial pilots will be gathered in the year 2006-07 in order to refine the programme.  In the light of this experience, final detailed proposals will be brought to the Conference in 2007. During the same period additional pilot programmes will be launched, with institutional support, in order that quality assurance can be maintained and so that the Connexion can benefit as widely as possible as the new scheme becomes available widely in 2007-08. 

Relation to Training Review

The Foundation Training Review group has worked with TSRE and the sub-group on the Future Use and Configuration of Training Institutions and has kept in mind their work (this also includes ecumenical considerations).  We believe that the principles cohere with those central to this wider review work. 

Review Working Party

Mr Luke Curran

The Revd Dr Wendy Kilworth-Mason

The Revd Dr Philip Luscombe

Dr Esther Shreeve 

The Revd Dr Roger Walton

9.
Memorial 15 (2004) - Candidates for the Ministry
9.1
The 2004 Conference considered the following Memorial:


The Liverpool Synod (R) (Present: 128. Vote: 104 for, 13 against), noting that candidates for ministry, both presbyteral and diaconal, are currently required to seek approval to their candidature from both the Circuit Meeting and the District Candidates’ Committee, sometimes only a matter of months after having appeared before the Circuit Meeting and the District Vocations Committee (drawn from the same pool of people as the District Candidates’ Committee) prior to entry into Foundation Training, believes this to be a confusing and unnecessary duplication of procedure.


The Synod, therefore, requests that the Conference seriously considers a revision of the process of candidating for both presbyteral and diaconal ministry, with the possibility of removing the District Candidates’ Committee from the process of ministerial candidate selection, and also the requirement of a further decision by the Circuit Meeting. In consequence, the Synod recommends that candidates be processed connexionally, through the Ministerial and Diaconal Candidates’ Selection Committees, during the final year of Foundation Training.


Reply of the 2004 Conference


The Conference understands that the Connexional Training Strategies Report elsewhere in the Conference Agenda outlines some of the potential implications for Foundation Training and Pre-ordination Training of the ecumenical developments in the provision of training. These implications will be reviewed in the forthcoming year. They will also give the opportunity to review the procedures for granting permission to enter Foundation Training and for the selecting of candidates for presbyteral and diaconal ministry which the Memorial requests. Those two sets of procedures are distinct in purpose and should therefore be more distinct in practice than the Liverpool District Synod suggests. In particular, there should be at least a twelve-month period between applying to enter Foundation Training and commencing to offer as a candidate for presbyteral or diaconal ministry.  It may well be timely, however, to explore whether the procedures can be further clarified and simplified, including the question of whether any of the current elements of decision-making can be deleted from them.


The Conference therefore refers the Memorial to the Methodist Council for report to the Conference of 2006.   

9.2
Report to the 2006 Conference 

The proposals in this Report, ‘Extending Discipleship and Exploring Vocation: (‘Foundation Training’ for the Future)’ outline a new system which will replace Foundation Training and which will remove the need for people to appear twice (at different stages, but often in practice close together) before the Circuit Meeting and a District Committee.  This will go some way to meet the concerns expressed in the Memorial.  Further consideration will be given, in the light of the Conference’s deliberations on the Report, to the future arrangements for considering candidates for ordained ministry, including the need for various stages in the process, and recommendations will be brought to the Conference of 2007.  

***RESOLUTIONS

45/1.
The Conference receives the Report.

45/2.
The Conference directs the Methodist Council to continue its work on the new pattern of Extending Discipleship and Exploring Vocation proposed in the Report and to bring a further report, including recommendations of any necessary changes to Standing Orders, to the Conference of 2007.

45/3.
The Conference adopts section 9 of the Report as its further reply to Memorial 15 2004.

�I think this should stay as circuit. If we add area here we remove much of the theological rationale – we only need to add area where we need to make clear that neighbours may need to co-operate. 
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