
20.
Diaconal Ministry: Notice of Motion 5 (2004)

The Conference of 2004 agreed (Daily Record 8/3/3) that the following Notice of Motion be referred to the Methodist Council and the Methodist Diaconal Order (MDO):

Notice of Motion 5
Diaconal Ministry

In the light of the Report ‘What is a Deacon?’ and of the MDO’s presentation on the Report to the Conference 2004, the Conference:

1.
Encourages the MDO to:

a.
carry on exploring ways of engaging with the missionary priorities for the Methodist Church, in particular “encouraging fresh ways of being Church” and “supporting community development and action for justice”; and

b.
explore opportunities for community living and establishing communities complementing its dispersed nature with diaconal communities of prayer and service.

2.
Directs the Connexional Team in consultation with MDO to identify and release resources to help in these explorations and their implementation and to ensure that the 2005-6 budget reflects these concerns.

Report to the Conference of 2006

1.
BACKGROUND

The Methodist Diaconal Order (MDO) is constantly exploring the topics mentioned in parts 1.a. and b.  The real question is about how to resource such explorations and their outcomes.  Therefore, the terms of reference set for the Working Party established by the Methodist Council and the MDO Committee were to examine:

a) what policy, practice and resource implications would flow from serious attention to the concerns raised in the Notice of Motion  

b) what the recommended next steps are and who should take them.

Since the Notice of Motion was raised and the Working Party established, a number of related initiatives have commenced, notably twelve Team Focus Projects, the 2005 Conference Report ‘Time to Talk of God’ and Fresh Expressions.  Within this report, wherever possible, links with such current work are highlighted, rather than recommendations made for separate new initiatives.

2.
DISTINCTIVE CONTRIBUTION OF THE METHODIST DIACONAL ORDER
2.1
British Methodism offers a unique contribution to the wider Church: deacons focus and represent servant ministry as much through being members of a religious order as being part of an order of ministry in full connexion with the 


Conference
.  The two are inseparable because personal and social holiness, activity and rest, solitude and togetherness are aspects of a whole to be interwoven and offered as worship to God.  Prayerful reflection and prayer-filled action belong together, each informing the other.  A life of fellowship and prayer following a shared rule of life forms the vital foundation that enables deacons to engage in pioneering missionary activity and impels them to seek to build community wherever they are and whatever they do.  Deacons believe becoming fully human in the image of God requires living in relationship with others and this is why nurturing community in all places is a central task for them. 

2.2
Through being a dispersed religious order following a rule of life, the MDO also seeks to: 

· encourage and enable others to embrace a disciplined spirituality that is attractive and relevant today, and gives confidence in sharing their faith;

· remind the whole Methodist Church of its calling to be an open, welcoming community that reaches out beyond itself: where disciples build up one another for service, and offer a helpful alternative to an increasingly fragmented, individualistic and competitive society;

· serve God where most needed in the Connexion.  Commitment to a common calling, rule of life and mutual accountability enables deacons to be mobilised effectively and creatively in response to missionary needs.

2.3
“Diaconal ministry is a way of life which expresses the servant ministry of Christ by the whole people of God to the world…  It is a body under the authority and discipline of the Methodist Church, whose members are selected, trained and appointed to exercise diaconal ministry in partnership with presbyters and laity.” (Mission Statement 1997, italics added) The deacon’s primary purpose is to encourage and enable others to undertake diaconal ministry with greater effectiveness in their own daily lives (What is a Deacon? 2004).  Thus, a distinctive characteristic of the MDO since its inception is to regard empowerment of the laity as one of its central responsibilities.

The Priorities of the Methodist Church, in particular “encouraging fresh ways of being Church” and “supporting community development and action for justice”, mirror the vision that gave rise to the Order in the late 19th century and continue to be at the heart of its existence.  

The distinctive contribution of the MDO in terms of community living is considered in Section 4 of this report, in response to the second concern raised by Notice of Motion 5.  

3.
ENGAGING WITH THE MISSIONARY PRIORITIES FOR THE METHODIST CHURCH

3.1
A firm principle throughout all that follows is that, wherever possible, mission should be undertaken in collaboration with ecumenical partners. Excellent work is already being undertaken through, for example, Fresh Expressions, Training and Development Officers, Lay Witness Movement, District Evangelism and Mission Enablers, and being developed through Team Focus Project 1, “Evangelism and speaking of God and faith in ways that make sense to all involved”.  Promoting confidence and positive attitudes throughout the Church, nurturing the discipleship of everyone, and empowering lay people to take a lead in evangelism are vital matters highlighted by Project 1 and deacons are called to help realise these objectives.  Within this context action is needed to ensure adequate:

· identification, initial training, on-going equipping and support of deacons for evangelism;

· encouragement for the initiation and sustaining of pioneering diaconal appointments.

It is important to encourage both radically fresh expressions of Church (which will probably be very few) and fresh ways of being Church for existing congregations (where there is a renewed experience of the Holy Spirit, however small the visible changes may be).  All deacons should be equipped to encourage fresh ways of being Church.  A number of them will be pioneers requiring further specific training in leading fresh expressions of Church.

3.2
Identification, Initial Training, On-going Equipping and Support of Deacons for Evangelism

3.2.1
Identification:  Through publicity and candidating materials and vocational exploration weekends, the MDO seeks to encourage applications from individuals demonstrating the skills and characteristics needed to be a pioneer working at and beyond the margins of the established Church. 


ACTION: The Diaconal Candidates Selection Committee to continue sharpening its techniques for diaconal selection criteria (which are similar to those for Ordained Pioneer Ministers in the Church of England).  Formation in Ministry (FIM), in collaboration with the MDO, to ensure better understanding by Circuits, Districts and Appeals Committees of the skills and characteristics required of deacons.


ACTION: The Training Strategy and Resources Executive (TSRE), in collaboration with the MDO and Fresh Expressions, to develop processes of vocational exploration that attract and identify potential pioneers.

3.2.2
Initial Training and On-going Equipping:  FIM is currently considering what constitutes appropriate initial formation for evangelism, as requested by the Conference.  The Council notes that this is within the anticipated outcomes of Team Focus Project 1 and commends recent discussions between Fresh Expressions and Training Institution tutors.


ACTION:  TSRE to incorporate distinctive diaconal requirements (relating to discipleship, community, mission and social justice, worship and pastoral care) in current work on devising learning outcomes for pre-ordination training.


ACTION:  TSRE to consider whether one of the Methodist tutors based in a Training Institution should be a deacon with responsibility for overseeing the initial formation of all diaconal students throughout the Connexion.


ACTION:  FIM to fund training for ordained deacons (and presbyters) identified as gifted in pioneering specialisms that are identified as being connexional priorities, but where there is an absence of suitably skilled ministers.   


ACTION:  Fresh Expressions to continue developing quality assured networks of mentors/ coaches available to assist students and ordained ministers, in collaboration with FIM and Training Institutions.  FIM (Continuing Deveopment In Ministry) to provide any finance needed to equip mentors/coaches. 

3.2.3
Support:  Sustained engagement with the missionary priorities of fresh ways of being Church, community development and action for justice requires considerable personal resources and support mechanisms.  Deacons must nurture a deep, robust spiritual life in order to undertake any form of pioneering ministry and cope with its inherent risks, failures and vulnerabilities.  Following a rule of life is vital in helping deacons do this.  Being a shared rule means individuals offer one another the valuable practical and prayerful support of a religious community.


ACTION:  Deacons individually and collectively to review continually how all aspects of their rule of life are being exercised – balance in personal lifestyle, use of a spiritual guide, regular self review and times of retreat, prayer for one another, networks of mutual care, life of Area Groups, association through Year Groups, etc.     


ACTION:  TSRE to create new and develop existing knowledge banks and networks involving all groups identified by Team Focus Project 1 as active in evangelism and mission.  MDO to continue developing its database of deacon skills and expertise; encouraging deacons to form e-clusters sharing interests and resources; and increasing the capacity of local Area Groups to be learning communities. 

3.3
Encouragement for the Initiation and Sustaining of Pioneering Diaconal Appointments

3.3.1
Encouraging the creation of appointments:  Circuits are already active in dreaming and developing exciting new ventures in evangelism, community development and social justice.  At present, however, this process relies heavily on the enthusiasm/vision of an individual or personal encounter with a deacon, rather than emerging from Circuit/District/Connexion-wide priorities.  The following are some possible ways of encouraging new appointments:


ACTION: MDO to improve ways of sharing stories more widely in the Church about diaconal work that can act as beacons of light inspiring others e.g. via website, annual magazine, Methodist Recorder, District Synods, Friends of the Order.


ACTION: District Policy and Mission Resourcing Committees, in collaboration with MDO, to take a leading role in identifying and funding a variety of potential diaconal appointments e.g. cross-Circuit, clusters of deacons with a District-wide remit, ½ Circuit ½ District partnerships.


ACTION:  Districts to collaborate with MDO in creating guidance notes/briefing sessions to develop the skills of local deacons in acting as consultants to Circuits in the early stages of setting up diaconal appointments.  This would assist in identifying and addressing some of the common helps/hindrances encountered in establishing new pieces of work.


The Resourcing Mission Office provides excellent resources to encourage and guide initiatives such as Circuit/church reviews, and advice on creative use of buildings and money.  ACTION: Officers and MDO to check that appropriate mention is made in resource materials of the availability and possible roles of deacons.


ACTION:  Resourcing Mission Grants Committee (RMGC) continued support of circuit applications for diaconal appointments undertaking new work is invaluable.  RMGC to explore with MDO the possibilities for funding non-Circuit experimental diaconal appointments.

3.3.2
Sustaining pioneering appointments:  By their very nature, pioneering mission appointments are vulnerable to a wide variety of pressures.  Being experimental and innovative, there is a high risk of ‘failure’ (i.e. unexpected outcomes to human plans).  Great care is needed to create the conditions and support structures most likely to sustain fragile work.


ACTION: MDO and Districts to liaise in briefing local deacons as consultants (above), helping Circuits identify potential obstacles and strategies for dealing with them.  For example, how to plan for shortages in other areas of ministry (especially presbyters) that can otherwise draw deacons into ‘maintenance’ work away from their original brief; how to counter congregational expectations regarding immediate results/‘bottoms on pews’; funding beyond initial grants from RMGC.


ACTION:  Districts to build up bodies of knowledge and expertise regarding alternative sources of financial support once initial grants have ended (e.g. District Resourcing Mission Committee) and make such knowledge available to Circuits.


ACTION:  Districts to collaborate with FIM in identifying and equipping appropriate Superintendents for their vital role in creating, encouraging and supporting pioneering work.  Districts to share with each other examples of such training and mentoring already being undertaken. 


ACTION:  Districts in collaboration with MDO to brief and equip especially circuit/church stewards for their crucial role in practically and prayerfully supporting deacons appointed to pioneering initiatives – to address inevitable issues of risk and ‘ failure’.


ACTION:  Stationing Committee to consider the needs of pioneering appointments as part of its review of policy and practice.  Appropriate deployment to Circuits where such appointments exist is crucial for success – e.g. vulnerability of such appointments if presbyteral vacancies are not filled, importance of deploying sympathetic and suitably skilled/supportive Superintendents to the Circuit.


ACTION:  Development of cultural openness, confidence in evangelism and commitment to nurturing discipleship in all congregations, as highlighted in Team Focus Project 1.

4.
EXPLORING COMMUNITY LIVING

4.1
Since the beginning of the Order, deacons/deaconesses have lived in various forms of community: in mobile caravans on Home Missions, sharing a manse where each had different circuit and sector appointments, in communities with members of other Christian traditions, and through close association in local Area Groups.  A current example is that of two deacons appointed to the West London Mission, and living in a student hostel at King’s Cross.

4.2
The deacons write:


“Living on site, our shared flat is part of the King’s Cross Methodist Church complex. This includes Methodist Chaplaincy House, accommodation for 26 full-time students of differing nationalities.  We are seeking further to encourage and develop community life and explore spirituality amongst the students and within our very diverse local neighbourhood.


We are endeavouring to provide a good support structure to those faced with the complexities of student life. By ‘just being’ there we offer a listening ear, an encouraging word and further pastoral support. Within the community, space is given for individual growth and development, yet this is balanced with the encouragement of a corporate identity, embracing one another’s differences and valuing everyone’s contribution.  Sharing together at our monthly community meeting/meal allows for the building/strengthening of relationships, as well as sampling many tasty cultural specialities!


One way we encourage the students to recognise their part within the wider community is through the SPA (SPirituality in Action) programme, now in its second year.  Students are voluntarily linked with a locally-based project such as Age Concern or with one of the Circuit’s social work projects.  They volunteer for two to three hours each week and fortnightly they meet together with others on the programme to reflect upon their experiences. 


As we seek to serve Christ in those we meet daily in our local community - whether student, worshiper, hotelier, those on the streets, shopkeeper, Eurostar worker, tourist - we are faced with the challenges and opportunities of what being a good neighbour means: learning from others and playing a part in building up the life of our local community. We aim to offer a ‘place’ of welcome and acceptance, of love and support, of hospitality.  Building community and nurturing the links doesn’t just happen - it needs to be worked at.


Belonging to a Religious Order with a common rule of life underpins all that we seek to ‘be’ and ‘do’. We seek to affirm, support and encourage each other, as we live out God’s calling upon our lives, discovering and sharing our God-given gifts and being open to the deepening of our own personal faith, for it is in His strength alone that we are sustained.”

4.3
In order to be a possibility for most deacons and other people, ‘community living’ must take a variety of forms rather than be limited to living in the same physical space.  Some alternative ways of creating intentional communities could include:

· circuit deacons linking with other church-related workers in an area

· deacons in circuit and sector appointments together with committed lay people

· two or three deacons appointed to work across a District from a base of close co-operation 

ACTION: the MDO to continue reviewing the King’s Cross initiative and explore various alternative forms of community living in partnership with interested Districts and with financial support from the Resourcing Mission Grants Committee.

5.
CONCLUDING REMARKS

The MDO is one part of the wider Methodist Church; committed to exploring relevant contemporary forms of community living and building, and to engaging in pioneering missionary appointments throughout the Connexion.  In all their being and doing, deacons seek to enable and encourage others in their discipleship and their contributions to the Priorities for the Methodist Church.

The action points listed above identify some of the key bodies whose participation is important in the MDO being able to equip, deploy and support deacons in pioneering appointments.  The points also recommend actions that could be taken by the various bodies to increase the likelihood of missionary outreach bearing fruit.

Recommendation

It is recommended that the various bodies mentioned above take appropriate steps to implement the ‘ACTION’ points detailed in this report.

***RESOLUTION

20/1.
The Conference adopts the Report.

	�.	“It is inherent to the ministry of a … deacon, not least when working in marginalised places, to belong to the kind of community which is the MDO.  No candidate should therefore be ordained to diaconal ministry in Methodism, who will not gladly belong to the Order.” (The Diaconate, 1997 4.8.2-3, in Statements 2000:2,p331)  “Deacons offer Methodism and the wider Church the discipline, spirituality and commitment to community that is part of working out their personal vocation in the context of being a religious order.” (The MDO, 1993; Statements 2000: 2,p308)
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