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	Final

	Action Required
	Discussion and Decision

	Draft Resolution
	1. The Council recommends in principle to the Conference of 2011 the change of title from District Chair (or Chair of the District) to District Superintendent
2. The Council directs that a report be presented in its name to the Conference in the light of its decision and comments made in its debate.   

	Alternative Options to Consider, if Any
	(a) Reject the proposed change
(b) Accept the recommendation, but delay presenting it to the Conference until the “Regrouping for Mission” review is further advanced
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Summary of Content
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	The Working Party on the roles of the President and Vice-President’s response to the Council’s direction that it make recommendations about the title “District Chair”
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· Recommendation
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	As noted in paragraphs 1 and 2 
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	Extensive amendment to the text of CPD will be required if the principle is accepted, before the recommendation can be implemented
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	External (e.g. ecumenical)
	

	Risk
	


THE TITLE OF DISTRICT CHAIR

A report to the Methodist Council

1. In 2009 the Methodist Council requested the working party on the roles of President and Vice-President to consider the title of District Chair. This report looks at alternatives put forward to date and offers a suggestion.

2. The question has been considered on previous occasions. There was a brief report by the connexional General Purposes Committee in 1989 (Agenda pp. 641f.), and in 1997 there were attempts by Notice of Motion to amend ‘chairman’ to ‘chair’ (defeated) or ‘bishop’ (not put) or ‘district superintendent’ (not put). The change from ‘chairman’ to ‘chair’ in relation to districts was adopted in 2004 on a motion from the Law and Polity Committee. What is a District Chair? (Agenda 2006 pp. 84-107) is important background reading but does not answer the question of title. 

3. Behind the question of title is the wider issue of the relation of the Chair to the district synod, the wider district and the Conference. Historically, the title ‘Chairman’ was adopted in 1791 for the preacher chosen by the other preachers in the district to chair their meeting, although already by 1792 the term ‘Chairman of the District’ (rather than ‘Chairman of the District Meeting’) was in use, implying a wider authority in the district than just presiding over the meeting. In the Primitive Methodist tradition, by contrast, chairman and vice-chairman of the district meeting were elected ad hoc by the meeting itself and appear to have had few if any functions beyond the meeting. 

4. Today the relation of the Chair to the synod is spelled out in the 2006 report and in CPD. It is similar to the relation of the Superintendent (of the circuit, not of the circuit meeting) to the authority of the circuit meeting over which he or she presides. Both Chair and Superintendent exercise personal authority on behalf of the Conference in the context of a meeting which also has Conference-given authority.  

5. We recognise that the context is changing. The synod in many districts is becoming more of an ‘event’ and less of a business meeting. The representative session, like the ministerial, may meet once only in the year. Much of the traditional synod business may now be transacted in the district policy committee or its equivalent. Much of this is to be welcomed. No one would wish to return to the days when the synod was no more than a forum for the transmission of business from the Conference to the circuits and from the circuits to the Conference. Nevertheless the synod has important governance responsibilities which need to be fulfilled. It does not exist only to oversee and encourage the mission of the Church in the circuits. It has its own mission responsibilities for the geographical and political region in which it is set.

6. The nature of districts and circuits is also changing, with some large circuits as big as some districts and circuit meetings as large as or larger than some synods. We are aware too that in some quarters the question is being explored, how, and to whom, do District Chairs render account for the exercise of their responsibilities?

7. The title we choose for the District Chair will be influenced by, and tend to influence, our thinking about the relationship of that person to 
(a) the Conference which appointed him or her to exercise authority in the district on its behalf, and to which she or he renders account and contributes insight from the district;

(b) the Methodist people, circuits and churches in the district, and the ecumenical partners and other bodies to whom they relate

(c) the synod and other oversight and governance bodies in the district.

8. We make no proposals in regard to these issues but note them as the background against which the choice of a different title for the District Chair needs to be made. The possible alternatives can now be reviewed.
8.1 Chairman 

The historic title was discontinued in 2004 because it is now widely regarded as gender-specific, although some national women’s organisations still retain it.

8.2 Chair 

This is resisted by some as being ugly and in some contexts ludicrous. ‘Addressing the chair’, and ‘the chair ruled as follows’ have a long pedigree in English usage, but ‘Mr/Madam Chair’ sounds odd. Further, while in general English usage ‘chair’ is employed in relation to a meeting it is unusual in relation to a region (the District). 

8.3 Chairperson 

Standard usage in the United States, it does not seem to have caught on in Britain, where it sounds pedantic.


None of the above three versions of the traditional title is much understood outside Methodism and all suffer from the fact that they no longer adequately describe the range of responsibilities carried by a District Chair. It is for that reason, and not just for linguistic niceties, that change is needed.

8.4 Moderator 

This title is used in ecumenical circles, in the United Reformed Church and in the Church of Scotland. The General Purposes Committee report in 1989 considered it, and observed that it was not a term previously used in our tradition, which might be an advantage or a disadvantage: we could fill it with our own meaning. The report noted that it avoids suggestions of hierarchy, implying rather ‘in amongst’, ‘holding together’, ‘a focus’, ‘a representative person’. The Committee affirmed it to be an inclusive term, the strict feminine ‘moderatrix’ being generally regarded as archaic. For the media the Committee thought it would be a marginal improvement on ‘chairman’, but because it is not rooted in our tradition the report recommended no change.  


All the four possibilities outlined above, even when prefixed by ‘district’, imply a primary relationship to the synod over which the person presides.

8.5 District Bishop 

The use of ‘bishop’ rather than ‘president’ has been adopted elsewhere in world Methodism, most recently in The Gambia. South Africa has district bishops and a presiding bishop. But in the British ecumenical context it would be seen as confusing, even irresponsible. Moreover, judging by recent evidence of Methodist opinion, it would be widely unpopular. It was rejected in the 1989 report. In any case it carries no reference to the synod, which might then come in time to be seen as merely advisory. 

8.6 District President 

We have not heard this alternative canvassed but it was considered in 1989 and rejected as confusing. It is used, alongside ‘connexional president’, in the MCCA.

8.7 District Minister 

The Baptist Union has Regional Ministers, which might offer a precedent. The title carries no overtones of superior authority, simply implying a wider sphere of ministry. However it lacks any reference to the synod and would lead to confusion with other district-wide ministerial appointments. It has not, so far as we know, been advocated.

8.8 District Superintendent 

The title is standard in the United Methodist tradition for their equivalent of our District Chair, but ‘circuit’ has all but disappeared from their usage. It was rejected in the 1989 report because of likely confusion with Circuit Superintendent. More fundamental than possible confusion is the question, is the authority of the Chair on a par with the historic authority of the Superintendent as the local representative of the Conference? Since the recent amendment of SO 425 to give the Chair wider powers in the circuits, the answer to this question must now be ‘yes’. The Chair is to ‘exercise oversight of the character and fidelity’ (SO 424) of ministers, and to care for and assist the superintendents. Although the Chair must still uphold the authority of the Superintendent and not over-ride it, he or she is to offer ‘supervision and support’ (SO 425 (2)). The Chair shares with the Superintendent, other ministers and other members of the circuit leadership team in the oversight of the Circuit (SO 425 (3)). These are clearly superintendency functions. The term has a long pedigree in Methodism, back to John Wesley’s usage, precisely because it means ‘overseer’. A change in title to ‘district superintendent’ would emphasise that oversight is the essence of the Chair’s ministry. 

9. The Methodist Church in Ireland has now adopted ‘district superintendent’, and this is the recommendation of the working party. It is important however that for clarity ‘Superintendent’ should always be prefixed by ‘Circuit’ or ‘District’ as appropriate. It important too that the office of District Superintendent should not be seen be seen as taking away from the direct responsibility of the Circuit Superintendent. This is already clearly stated in SO 425, but because titles can encourage false assumptions it may be necessary to add further emphasis to that Standing Order. 

10. The working party therefore recommends the change of title from District Chair (or Chair of the District) to District Superintendent. It will require extensive amendment to the text of CPD, so that, if the Council adopts the recommendation, it would be wise to recommend the change in principle to Conference and introduce amendments to CPD (including the Deed of Union) once the principle had been approved.
11. The working party is aware that the programme “Regrouping for Mission” is moving to a review of what sort of entities are required between the circuits and the Conference. It recognises, therefore, that the Council may choose to delay making any proposal to the Conference until the review is further advanced. Nevertheless, the fact of that review does not of itself preclude the change of title recommended here, which would be appropriate for any sort of district. The following resolutions are therefore proposed to help the Council test its mind.
Resolutions

1. The Council recommends in principle to the Conference of 2011 the change of title from District Chair (or Chair of the District) to District Superintendent
2. The Council directs that a report be presented in its name to the Conference in the light of its decision and comments made in its debate.   

