
64.
The New Room, Bristol

After much thought, prayer and discussion, and in the light of the Priorities for the Methodist Church, the trustees of the New Room wish to alert the Conference to potential New Room developments and to seek authorisation for a process leading to a major report to the 2007 Conference.

The manager of the New Room for the past eight years, Mark Topping, has recently moved on to another venture. During his tenure some very noteworthy goals were achieved, including major repairs to the roof and a complete interior redecoration which returned the New Room to its original 18th century colour scheme. His management skills led to a great increase in the numbers of visitors and much higher profits for the shop and guided tours. Not long before his departure, the New Room was officially recognised and registered as a museum. His background in journalism and the media, together with his theological training and his flair for interpreting and making history accessible, moved the New Room into a renewed awareness of its place in the history of the Methodist Church and of its potential for mission in the 21st century.  

His departure raised some very important issues which have precipitated the trustees into an intense and exciting re-examination of the role of the New Room, especially when considering the Priorities for the Methodist Church.

The potential for realising the Priorities and engaging in fresh expressions, based on the fullest understanding and display of our tradition, is enormous. A proposed project for a New Room Visitors’ Centre has been further intensified by the fact that the City of Bristol is currently involved in a half billion pound regeneration and redevelopment project for the city. The plan embraces both commercial and residential redevelopment.  Acres of Broadmead have already been demolished; new street patterns are already beginning to emerge. The New Room Visitors’ Centre scheme is timely not only in relation to developments in Methodism, but also to what is happening in Bristol. The New Room proposal has excited the imagination and interest of the Bristol City Council who have chosen it as one of a small number of schemes they wish to support.

During the post war redevelopment of Broadmead in the 1950s, the city council acquired the freehold of every piece of land in Broadmead with the exception of the New Room. After years of debate and legal action the Methodist Church won the right to maintain and enjoy the freehold rights of a property that, as the oldest Methodist building in the world, has national and international significance for Methodism; and to this day the New Room is the only privately owned, freehold land in the whole of Broadmead.

The potential for the New Room project, in the middle of this vibrant city development, goes far beyond our heritage and museum commitments. At the very least it opens up a variety of possibilities for engaging the 21st century in new expressions of worship, learning and service. 

The proposed process is as follows:

The Connexional Specialist Advisors Group (this group continues to work on behalf of the Methodist Council with the managing trustees on the New Room Project):

Ken Wales: Chair-Designate of the Strategy and Resources Committee

The Revd Ken Start: Former chief executive, Springboard Housing Assocation, and Building Development Consultant. 

David Lovie: Member, United Reformed Church. Currently President of the Institute of Historic Building Conservation.

A Project Manager is to be appointed and put in place from August 2006, in the first instance to manage current work and support the work of volunteers; to act as a project manager through what will be a feasibility phase; and to faciltate the 2007 celebrations. This could be funded with the use of some of the New Room unrestricted reserves. 

Further use of reserves may be needed in 2006-07 to fund a full professional feasibility study.

A full feasibility study will be undertaken regarding the potential development of a Visitors’ Centre.

Ongoing development and recruitment of appropriate patrons and partners will continue, including those within Bristol City Council.

The 2007 celebrations will include the Charles Wesley 300 Festival, followed by the Abolition 200 commemoration exhibition and events (which may become part of a permanent exhibition within the proposed Visitors’ Centre).

Throughout the process, the New Room is committed to holding at the forefront of its deliberations its responsibilities with regard to Methodist heritage and mission, particularly in relation to the challenges presented by Our Calling, the Priorities, and the need for realistic sustainability.

The trustees, through the Warden, will bring a major report to the 2007 Conference.

***RESOLUTION

64/1.
The Conference receives the Report, encourages the trustees to explore options for the future mission of the New Room and directs them to bring a report to the Conference in 2007.
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