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***RESOLUTIONS

33/4.
The Conference receives the Report.

33/5.
The Conference accepts in principle the direction taken in the Report and invites the Co-ordinating Secretary for Worship and Learning and the Secretary of the Faith and Order Committee to work alongside the Methodist Council and the Faith and Order Committee in the preparation of a more detailed proposal for presentation at the Conference of 2007, with a view to immediate implementation. 
Background

1. The Faith and Order Committee has its origins in the World Conference on Faith and Order which first met in 1913. The first such British Methodist Committee was a Wesleyan Methodist Committee, which first met in October 1922. The Committee continued after Methodist Union in 1932. Its members have been appointed annually by the Conference since 1951. After a period of relative stability of membership, the Committee reviewed its practices in 1972-3 and has since 1974 had a regular turnover of membership.

2. The Committee’s origins lie clearly in ecumenism. The so-called ‘Faith and Order agenda’ is a commitment to church unity, and thus to the exploration, in doctrine and worship, of whatever aids that process. It is for this reason that scrutiny of ecumenical material, and preparing many of British Methodism’s contributions to ecumenical dialogue, have been central to the Committee’s work.

3. The ‘Faith and Order agenda’ (across the Churches) has left the Faith and Order Committee with a complex and ambiguous reputation within the Methodist Church. The brief of the current ‘Faith and Order Committee’ derives directly from the ecumenical drive contained within the ‘Faith and Order agenda’. And yet, as has been recognised: ‘Whilst its responsibilities in relation to ecumenical matters and bodies…continue,…others have been added over the years…’.
 Even in relation to ecumenical work, however, three main factors have given cause for a re-assessment of the Committee’s role. 

4. First, in addition to keeping an eye on ecumenical developments, the Faith and Order Committee is responsible for the ‘guardianship of the tradition’ within Methodism itself. Sometimes (unhelpfully) called its ‘policing’ role, this responsibility has nevertheless been recognised as a crucial safeguard against the notion that ‘anything goes’ within Methodism. When viewed alongside the ecumenical role, this ‘guardianship’ role thus means ensuring that Methodist theology and practice are not detached from developments in the wider Church, and maintaining an eye on identifiable continuity within Methodist traditions themselves. 

5. Second, the cultivation and development of ecumenical links is not, and never has been, the work of the Faith and Order Committee alone. How the Committee will best undertake its work in the future within the work of the Methodist Church vis-a-vis its ecumenical partners has to be a major part of the Committee’s review of its own work, and this must overlap with the work being undertaken by Project 9 (on ecumenical links) of the Methodist Council’s review of Connexional Team responsibilities. From the Faith and Order Committee’s perspective, it appears that substantial changes may be needed. To cite a relatively simple example, there is a lack of clarity about who sends representatives to which ecumenical bodies/ conferences.
 

6. Third, it would be unwise to overlook the changing ecumenical climate. There are different, arguably clashing, ways in which ‘the Faith and Order tradition/agenda’ is being interpreted. The Faith and Order legacy in ecumenism remains important. But how the legacy is received and worked with in the present is not the same as in the early 1960s, let alone the 1930s. There may currently be a less widespread desire for, or commitment to, a single, structurally-unified Church even whilst a commitment to unity remains. And in a Western context, ‘unity rather than uniformity’ may be liberating for some, whilst constituting an admittance of failure for others. Furthermore, those supporting the former may seem to the latter group too easily like those not committed at all to unity. The ‘Faith and Order agenda/legacy’ is thus received in this setting, and this context affects all of the work undertaken under the ‘Faith and Order’ heading. A re-named, re-structured Committee which undertakes such work, and other, related theological work, needs to acknowledge both the legacy and the shifts of perception and context.

7. A crucial, fourth factor needs adding to these three considerations about ecumenism: the other responsibilities that have been added to the Committee’s brief and workload ‘over the years’. This is not simply an issue of the manageability of work. It concerns the range and focus of the Committee’s work, and the way in which vastly differing responsibilities and tasks inform each other. The Committee has responded, for example, to the Conference’s requests for reports on ‘The Charismatic Movement’ (1974), ‘Freemasonry’ (1985 and 1996), ‘The New Age Movement’ (1994), and ‘The Toronto Blessing’ (1996). In addition, the Committee has long co-operated with other bodies and groups in preparing reports on such diverse topics as ‘Exorcism’ (1976), ‘The Status of the Unborn Human’ (1990), and on many aspects of the Methodist Church’s inter-faith work (1972, 1983, 1985, 1997, 2000, 2004). The Committee has also taken initiatives in producing such reports as ‘His Presence Makes the Feast: Holy Communion in the Methodist Church’ (2003), ‘Church, State and Establishment’ (2004), and in supporting the task group which produced ‘Unmasking Methodist Theology’ (Continuum 2004). These last three pieces of work in particular are examples of ways in which the Committee has sought to fulfil that part of its brief which requires it to ‘stimulate theological reflection and study throughout the Church’ (S.O. 330(3)). When added to the further requirement of the Committee contained in S.O. 330(3) – that the Committee ‘shall encourage reflection on the theological implications of all the work undertaken by the connexional Team’ – it is clear that the Committee’s brief is already broad and deep.

8. The new proposals thus reflect the shift in brief and workload sketched above, and reflect the actual work-flow and range of tasks demanded of the current Faith and Order Committee Secretary. 

Substance of the Proposal

What is this Committee to do? (i.e. what will the future brief of the Committee be?)

1. Scrutinize internal Methodist Church texts and proposed decisions with respect to the question of how theological continuity with past Methodist traditions in Britain is maintained. 

2. In keeping with the ‘Faith and Order movement’ out of which this Committee first emerged, scrutinize ecumenical texts presented to it with respect to the question of theological continuity with past Methodist responses and in the light of awareness of ongoing ecumenical endeavours in these islands and beyond.

3. Develop ways in which the Methodist Church can contribute to, and learn from, theological exploration undertaken by Methodist Churches outside of Britain.

4. Ensure coherence and quality in all theological work undertaken across the Connexion, especially that undertaken by the Connexional Team, by acting, where possible, as helper, advisor or consultant to any individual, group, working party or Committee linked to a connexional Secretary/office/desk.

5. Maintain a direct link to the Methodist Conference, thereby enabling it to scrutinize the theological aspects of the work of the Methodist Council itself (thus seeking to operate as far as possible as the Methodist Council’s theological scrutiny panel).

6. In co-operation with other bodies and networks within the Methodist Church, develop stimulating ways of contributing to the creative exploration and cultivation of theological reflection, both through support of a wide network of people undertaking work directly for the Committee, and by other means.

How should the Committee do its work in future?

7.
Via a combination of a core committee and a team of scrutiny panels covering such areas as the following:

Apologetics

Bible

Ecumenism

History of Doctrine

Inter-Faith Issues

Methodist History and Theology

Ministry Issues

Missiology and Evangelism

Pastoral Issues

Social and Political Issues

Theological Education

Worship and Liturgy (currently addressed by the Worship and Liturgy Resources Group; this body would also link with the Local Preachers’ Office).


Each of these panels would comprise between five and ten members, at least one of whom would be a member of the core committee (and thus be a main communication link with the Committee Secretary). Flexibility of operation could permit texts requiring scrutiny to be seen by multiple panels in order to ensure that appropriate responses can be made. 

Notes:

a) The subject-matter panels identified above would overlap with the interests and undertakings of many other groups e.g. Apologetics with Interface, Missiology and Evangelism with the Evangelism Strategy Group. This may be turned to an advantage i.e. the membership of the panels could in part draw on the membership of those groups so that the ‘theological oversight’ brief which remains the responsibility of the Committee clearly surfaces (via overlap of personnel) within those groups.

b) The numerical membership of the Committee is best left undefined in the Standing Order which will need to be produced. It will inevitably comprise the link-people with the scrutiny panels, the Committee Secretary, the General Secretary, the allocated Co-ordinating Secretary, and have two ecumenical observers. How many more are needed is a moot point. In all discussions about the Committee’s size in recent years the range of specialisms needed by the Committee and the need to ensure a wide cross-section of people (neither merely as specialists nor as ‘representatives of caucuses’) are the two main arguments for keeping a large Committee. The questions which then arise, however, are: how small can it be to address those needs? Can the two objections be addressed in other ways than simply via membership of the main/core Committee (and if so, how)? There are strong (socio-psychological) arguments for not having more than sixteen in such a group. It may be that not all the scrutiny panel link people need to serve on the Committee in every year, or that the Committee Secretary can function as the link person when a particular panel’s workload is light, or non-existent, within a given year. These are issues to be addressed as the detail is worked out.

8.
By ensuring greater cohesion in the agenda and timing of its meetings with the agenda and timing of the Methodist Council.


This means that the core Committee should meet three times a year, shortly/ immediately before the Methodist Council, thereby enabling the Committee to play the role of theologically scrutinizing the Council’s work.

9.
By organizing a three-yearly Theology Conference to which all core Committee members and panel members would be invited (expenses-paid) and which would be opened up to anyone else with an appropriate interest in the topic/s offered (and willing to pay to come). 

Notes:

a) Additional participants could include anyone serving on the Methodist Council (especially those who serve on its reference groups), or on a connexional Committee. Whether all/part funding would be found for such participants would need to be decided elsewhere.

b) A main purpose and strategy behind the planning of such a three-yearly conference would be to make the theological work undertaken in and around the conference itself so interesting that the relevance and importance of the work of the Committee would be recognised.

10.
By ensuring that there be constant interplay for the panels between their Committee work and that undertaken across the Connexional Team (e.g. [with respect to the Connexional Team as currently structured] Ecumenism and Inter-Faith Issues always linked with Unity and Mission Co-ordinating Secretary, Inter-Faith Sec; Bible, Pastoral Issues and Worship and Liturgy link with Worship & Learning Secretary, Formation in Ministry Secretary and Pastoral Care and Spirituality Secretary; Apologetics and Social and Political Issues link with Public Life and Social Justice Co-ordinating Secretary; Methodist History with the Co-ordinating Secretary for Conference and Communication).

11.
By setting up special working parties only in exceptional circumstances i.e. where work cannot be undertaken by existing panels either due to member-unavailability, or the need to supplement with specific expertise/ fresh voices.

12.
By restructuring the job, and thus revising the job-description, of the current Faith and Order Secretary 


Since 2002 the Faith and Order Committee Secretary has been a participant observer on the Methodist Council. This link has done three things. It has enabled better communication between the Committee and the Council. It has given a clear voice to the Committee’s concerns within the Council (exercising its Conference-delegated responsibilities). It has ensured that the Committee has been mindful of the broader concerns of the Methodist Church (not least, the prioritizing exercise in which the Church is engaged). The time commitment of this observation role, of full participation in the annual Conference, of Committee and necessary ecumenical commitments and of the management (with appropriate administrative support) of the Committee and its future network would need precise calculation during 2006-07 in time for 2007 implementation. The calculation would need to be made within the context of the current review of the Connexional Team’s work.

Note: The current post is 0.5 [17.5 hours]. The new structure envisages a more complex administrative task, but much of this would be managed between the Committee Secretary and an MCH staff support-person. Even if an increase in the post-holder’s hours were envisaged, it is feasible that the proposed new structure could be workable within the current budget due to savings on the cost of meetings and small-scale income-generation from the triennial conference.

What should this Committee be called?

13.
The Theological Oversight Committee

It has been very difficult to find a new name for the Committee. A name change is needed to signify that a change is happening. The ‘Faith and Order’ element is far from lost within the new structure (see para. 2 above). It is, however, included within a broader brief which the new name seeks to encompass. ‘Oversight’ maintains the sense of having a watching brief in matters theological. ‘Theological’ means not just guardianship of Methodist doctrine, though it includes that. In practice, the Committee is already sent a wide range of material for theological comment. The question of theological coherence with Methodist doctrine and practice is always posed by the Committee, though its task is not confined to identifying or constructing ‘official Methodist statements’. Theological explorations that the Committee recognises ‘do not offend’ Methodist doctrine and practice may actually be very diverse. As a term ‘Theological Oversight Committee’ might arguably accentuate the policing role which the ‘Faith and Order Committee’ has long played, especially within the Conference. As this explanatory note indicates, however, the term ‘Theological Oversight Committee’ both acknowledges that that role continues in the new Committee/network structure, whilst also recognising the wider role that the Committee has long been called upon to play in the life of the Methodist Church.

Critical Comments from the Current Faith and Order Committee

The Committee itself acknowledges that there are pluses and minuses in the proposed new structure. In offering its proposal to the Conference, it offers words of warning. If we go down this road (as the Committee is recommending that we must) the Committee urges that the whole Methodist Church be reminded that we must guard against the following:

· Losing sight of the ecumenical origins of Faith and Order work.

· All of the link people between scrutiny panels and the core committee being church employees, so that ‘Theological Oversight’ becomes too clericalized or institutionalized.

· The network ceasing to be as broad a range of people as it could be (i.e. a mix of lay/ordained, ethnically diverse, a mix of ages, as well as different specialisms).

· Constructing the network in such a way that specialisms are pigeon-holed and so, for example, New Testament scholars don’t challenge evangelists, and liturgists don’t talk to those dealing with Methodism’s history.

· A return to a situation in which a core committee is so stable in its membership that ‘the same few’ carry the ‘Theological Oversight’ on the Church’s behalf.

· Failing to recognise (e.g. via support in conference attendance/forms of professional development) the immense voluntary contribution made both by those who serve on the core committees and those who offer time to the scrutiny panels. 

�.	Art. ‘Faith and Order Committee’, in J.A.Vickers ed. A Dictionary of Methodism in Britain and Ireland (Epworth Press 2000), p.116.


�.	This is in addition to the hard, partly economic, questions which need asking about which ecumenical structures and events are worth supporting.
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