
40.
The Pilgrimage of Faith

A.
Introduction

A1.
The Conference of 2005 received the report ‘Pilgrimage of Faith’ (Agenda pages 236-254), and also adopted the following resolutions (Agenda page 250, amended by Notice of Motion: see Daily Record 7/35/2):

17/3
The Conference requests the Working Party responsible for the Pilgrimage of Faith report (augmented as it deems appropriate so as to undertake the task) to consider the recommendations in paragraphs 33 to 36 and to report to the Conference of 2006.

17/4
The Conference directs the Faith and Order Committee to consider the recommendation in paragraph 37 and to report to the Conference of 2006.
A2.
Paragraphs 33 to 37 of the report read as follows:

33.
The requirement of candidates for ordained ministry to signify that there is nothing in the 1993 resolutions to hinder their candidacy should be incorporated within the wider commitments that they are required to make to uphold our doctrinal and disciplinary standards.

34.
The Church’s position in regard to legislation about discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation should be clarified.  A verbal statement was given to the 2003 Conference in discussion of paragraph 1 of Notice of Motion 49, but the status of this statement is unclear.

35.
Guidance should be published on how to respond to requests to conduct prayers or services of blessing for same-sex couples, particularly in the light of recent legislation on civil partnerships.

36.
In the light of the review of the Conference, it would be helpful to introduce ways in which open and honest conferring can take place.  The ‘parliamentary’ model of debate is unhelpfully adversarial when dealing with matters such as sexuality.

37.
The Faith and Order Committee should reflect upon the theological implications of being a Church that has to live or contend with different and mutually contradictory convictions.

A3.
The members of the Working Party who were able to serve during the past year are: Ann Leck and Margaret Parker (co-chairs) and Cassandra Howes, Susan James, Jonathan Kerry and Paul Smith.  The Revd Dr Neil Richardson joined the group during the year in accordance with resolution 17/3.

A4.
The Faith and Order Committee report in relation to Resolution 17/4 appears elsewhere in this Agenda.  The Working Party therefore presents the following report in respect of Resolution 17/3.

B.
Ways of conferring

B1.
The Working Party was deeply impressed by the manner in which the debate on the 2005 Pilgrimage of Faith report was conducted.  However, in so far as the resolutions before that Conference were largely of a non-contentious nature (‘receiving, rather than ‘adopting’ the main report, requesting further consideration of various issues rather than making final decisions), there was less scope for divisive debate and confrontation than might otherwise have been the case. The Conference does, however, often face the need to make decisions on many issues that are contentious.  With the wide variety of views on some issues of human sexuality that are held within the Methodist Church, making decisions on some of them is likely to be difficult and/or potentially divisive.

B2
The primary purpose of the Conference is to discern the will of God.  Sometimes this is best achieved through quiet and prayerful reflection and the seeking of consensus.  However, God’s will can also sometimes be discovered through conflict, debate and challenges to refine or modify our thinking.  The process by which this happens may not always be comfortable but, if ultimately we gather new, shared insights into God’s will for ourselves, the Church and the world, it is constructive.  

B3.
The Working Party has therefore been encouraged to learn of many of the proposals emerging from the Review of Conference that seek to introduce more appropriate and effective ways of working within the Conference procedures.  The usual practice hitherto of having, in most cases, to argue ‘for’ or ‘against’ a particular outcome encourages a view that there is a ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ answer to every question. The proposals of the Review of Conference group offer the possibility of, where appropriate, having less adversarial, more discursive ways of conferring within the Conference than this and are therefore welcomed.  We also welcome the proposals that, where appropriate, debates will be structured so that there is a clear process to ensure that divergent points of view are heard.  The Working Party also hopes that the new ways of working, if adopted, will allow for a greater degree of biblical and theological reflection to take place than is possible within our current procedures which are constrained by speeches limited to just a few minutes. However in one particular respect, the Working Party has a continuing concern.

B4.
The Working Party believes that the Church is not always best served by the Conference being asked to make a definitive ruling on every topic that might be brought before it, particularly if the topic is one upon which there are diverse or even mutually contradictory views within the Church.  Sometimes this may be a matter of timing – is the issue one upon which it would be better to defer a decision until a later date, even indefinitely, rather than try to impose at this time a false appearance of uniformity?  There may also be issues upon which we can rightly agree to differ, acknowledging the sincerity and strength of conviction behind even mutually contradictory views.  The test may be whether it is necessary for the defence of our doctrines and our discipline or essential for the prophetic task of the Church to make a definite ruling.  The Working Party understands that these questions are amongst those explored in the report of the Faith and Order Committee elsewhere in this Agenda.
B5.
The New Testament bears witness to a number of approaches.  For example in the Gospels, sometimes Jesus makes a clear pronouncement when faced with questions on ethical issues (e.g. to the rich man in Mark 10: 17 – 22 and following), but on other occasions he responds, not with a final and unambiguous ruling, but with a parable or a saying  (e.g. to the lawyer in Luke 10: 25 – 37 or to the Pharisees in Matthew 22: 15 - 22).  In the latter cases, the audience are then left to decide the correct view or course of action for themselves, or to live with the continuing complexity of the question.  The early Church was faced with controversy over the admission of Gentile converts and whether they would be required to abide by the ritual of circumcision and abstain from eating food that had been offered to idols.  According to Acts, the outcome was a ‘third way’ which, whilst respecting the integrity of initially opposing viewpoints, nevertheless required of everyone a standard of behaviour which did not put the unity of the Church in jeopardy (Acts 15: 22-28).  St Paul’s writings offer a different perspective: on some potentially divisive issues, where Christians differ in their conviction and practice, they are to accept one another in a way that does not damage each other or the Church as a whole.

B6.
This suggests that the will of God may be that the Church (through the Conference) is not called to make ‘definitive’ statements or pronouncements on every issue. The result of our deliberations may not be a ‘win’ for one view or another, but perhaps a synthesis of initially divergent views, a compromise or even an outcome completely different from anything initially envisaged.  The New Testament does not gloss over the nature of such debates and the cost to those involved.  Yet it also bears witness that the Church can express a common mind (as in Acts 15) that bridges differing viewpoints and perspectives. 

B7.
In the light of these reflections, the Working Party recommends that some mechanism be found by which a suitable body (for example the Conference Business Committee) might on occasion recommend to the Conference that a particular proposed resolution be ‘not put’ or be amended or dealt with in some other way.  Bodies reporting to the Conference, such as the Methodist Council, might also on occasion recommend that business be dealt with other than by proceeding to a vote.  This would not preclude the Conference discussing the subject – indeed an open sharing of views is often to be encouraged – but the Conference does not always need to adopt a resolution at the end.  Such a move would not necessarily involve a change to our Rules of Debate – these things are already permissible.  However, the Working Party is arguing that there should be a more proactive, creative and flexible use of the procedures, without in any way taking away from the Conference itself the ultimate decision as to how to proceed.

Recommendation 1
The Conference directs the Methodist Council to bring recommendations to the Conference of 2007 as to how the principles set out in section B of this report about the way the Conference conducts its business may be enacted.

C.
Candidates for ordained ministry

C1.
‘Resolution 4’ of the 1993 Derby Conference reads as follows:


The Conference reaffirms the traditional teaching of the Church on human sexuality; namely chastity for all outside marriage and fidelity within it.  The Conference directs that this affirmation is made clear to all candidates for ministry, office and membership, and having established this, affirms that the existing procedures of the Church are adequate to deal with all such cases.

In response to the requirement that “this affirmation is made clear to all candidates for ministry”, candidates for ordained ministry are currently required to complete form C1 which reads as follows:


C2.
The Working Party notes that ‘our discipline’ is defined by the resolutions of the Conference (which are binding upon all within the Church, or (where specified) to those individuals and bodies mentioned by name or office).  Having considered this in the light of paragraph 33 of the 2005 report, the Working Party concludes that the resolutions on human sexuality adopted by the Conference of 1993 are indeed part of our discipline and therefore do not need to be specifically mentioned in the form signed by candidates. Thus the inclusion of clause (c) of form C1 is unnecessary.  The intention of Resolution 4 of 1993 is therefore included within the scope of clause (b) of form C1 provided a statement of what constitutes ‘our discipline’ is provided to all candidates.  For the avoidance of doubt, however, the Working Party recommends that the text of the six Derby resolutions be published in Book VI of CPD. The Working Party further recommends that the same procedures be followed for those seeking to be ‘Recognised and Regarded’ or to transfer to our ministry.
Recommendation 2
The Conference confirms that the six resolutions on Human Sexuality adopted by the 1993 Derby Conference are part of ‘our discipline’.

Recommendation 3
The text of the six resolutions on Human Sexuality adopted by the 1993 Derby Conference shall be published in Book VI of CPD.

Recommendation 4
A statement of what constitutes ‘our discipline’ shall be provided to all candidates for ordained ministry.

Recommendation 5
So far as assent to our doctrines and upholding our discipline are concerned, no specific reference to the 1993 resolutions on human sexuality shall be made in the forms completed by candidates, and the same procedures shall be followed for, and the same assurances sought from, those seeking to be ‘Recognised and Regarded’ or to transfer to our ministry, as for candidates.
D.
Legislation on discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation in employment

D1.
The Employment Equality (Sexual Orientation) Regulations 2003 came into force on 1st December 2003.  What follows is offered as a summary and interpretation of the effect of these regulations but should not be construed as a full and definitive statement of the law.  The Working Party has, however, consulted those working in the field in an endeavour to be as clear as possible.

D2.
‘Sexual orientation’ is defined in the regulations as orientation towards:

· persons of the same sex

· persons of the opposite sex

· persons of the same sex and the opposite sex

Under the regulations, discrimination ‘on the grounds of sexual orientation’ can also include discrimination based upon A’s perception of B’s sexual orientation, whether the perception is right or wrong.  Applicants will therefore be able to bring a claim to an Employment Tribunal even if the discrimination was based on incorrect assumptions about their sexual orientation.

D3.
Applicants do not have to disclose their sexual orientation to bring a claim to an Employment Tribunal.  It is sufficient that they have suffered a disadvantage because of assumptions about their sexual orientation.

D4.
Under the Regulations, harassment on grounds of sexual orientation is also made unlawful.  The Conference in 1997 had already stated that such harassment is unacceptable.
D5.
The Regulations permit any employer to treat job applicants differently if being of a particular sexual orientation is a ‘genuine occupational requirement’ for that post.  A genuine occupational requirement must relate to the nature of the employment and the context in which it is to be carried out.  Discrimination may be lawful if the employer is satisfied, and is able to demonstrate that in all the circumstances it is reasonable to be satisfied that a person does not meet such a requirement.  

D6.
Section 7 (3) of the Regulations refers to employment ‘for the purposes of an organised religion’.  It should be noted that this is narrower than ‘for the purposes of a religious organisation’.  For example, a caretaker or even a teacher in a faith school would generally fall into the latter category, but a tutor in a theological college into the former.  In respect of employment ‘for the purposes of an organised religion’, the employer may lawfully apply a requirement related to sexual orientation either (i) so as to comply with the doctrines of the religion or (ii) because of the nature of the employment and the context in which it is carried out, so as to avoid conflicting with the strongly held religious convictions of a significant number of the religion’s followers.

D7.
Nothing in the Regulations renders unlawful anything which prevents or restricts access to a benefit by reference to a person’s marital status.  However the term ‘marital status’ is defined so as to treat heterosexual and homosexual partners equally. So, for example, it is unlawful to provide different employment-related benefits for those in civil partnerships as compared with those who are married.

D8.
The High Court has ruled (in a test case R (on the application of Amicus -MSF Section) v Secretary of State for Trade and Industry [2004]) that there is not, for the purposes of the Regulations, a material distinction between sexual orientation and sexual behaviour.  It has said that it is not the role of Court to decide whether or not religious beliefs are fairly based on, e.g. Scripture, but rather what the beliefs are and whether they are genuinely held.  It has also said that the test of whether or not a particular requirement is covered by the provision relating to the avoidance of conflict with strongly held religious convictions (see D6 above) will in practice be far from easy to satisfy.

D9.
The Regulations have to be applied on a case-by-case basis.  This means that each job must be separately considered in regard to the Regulations, and it is not possible for any employer, let alone the Methodist Church as a whole, to assume that it can have a ‘general exemption’ from the general requirement of these Regulations not to discriminate.

D10.
Within the Methodist Church, there are many employing bodies, such as the Methodist Council, Circuit Meetings, colleges and a range of other organisations (such as the Trustees for Methodist Church Purposes).  In respect to compliance with Employment Law, the Conference, as a matter of Church discipline, requires all employing bodies over which the Conference has oversight to comply with the Law.  However, the accountability of such employing bodies to the statutory authorities is a matter for those employing bodies, not the Conference.  Each employing body must, therefore, satisfy itself that its policies and practices are in compliance with the Law. The Connexional Team issues guidance about this and other issues of Employment Law.

D11.
The Derby Resolutions apply to all within the Church. In the light of this, a Methodist employer, accountable in terms of Methodist Church discipline to the Conference for adherence to our Church’s doctrines, must satisfy itself that its employment practice is consistent with the Derby resolutions.  Therefore, for an employment policy to be based upon compliance with the ‘doctrines of (our) religion’ or ‘the strongly held religious convictions of a significant number of the religion’s followers’ it must be consistent with the Derby resolutions as well with any other relevant resolutions and statements of the Conference.  This is the case regardless of the particular views of the members of any Methodist employing body.

D12.
In the absence of case law, it is not possible to give any further indication of how the regulations might be interpreted in practice, and how the tests would be applied.  It is not clear, for example, whether ‘a significant number of the religion’s followers’ would refer to the Methodist Church as a whole or just to the members of, say, a local church or Circuit, although some legal opinion suggests the former.  However, if a case of alleged discrimination is brought to a tribunal, it is clear that the onus would be upon the employing body to prove that it can claim the benefit of exemption from the general requirement of the Regulations not to discriminate.

E.
Prayers and services of blessing for same-sex relationships

E1.
The Civil Partnerships Act, which applies to England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland (but not the Channel Islands or the Isle of Man) came into force in December 2005.  This legislation creates a new situation because, for the first time in Britain, public and legal recognition is available for same-sex relationships.  In anticipation of this, the Methodist Council in October 2005 issued a statement which was intended to address the question of what might happen in the period up to the 2006 Conference and sought to articulate boundaries within which good practice could continue in the absence of guidance from the Conference, such as was envisaged by paragraph 35 of the 2005 report. The full text of the Methodist Council paper is included as Appendix B.

E2.
The Working Party is grateful to the Methodist Council for this interim guidance, and in particular for its clear statement that any response during the interim period ‘cannot in any way be seen to set a precedent or to prejudge or influence what the Working Party will recommend or the Conference decides’.

E3.
Paragraph 35 of the 2005 Conference report refers to ‘same-sex couples’, and the Methodist Council statement refers both to ‘same-sex relationships’ and ‘civil partnerships’.  There is a clear distinction to be drawn between civil partnerships, which have legal recognition, and same-sex relationships more generally.  However, in this report, the Working Party has sought to address the wider question of same-sex relationships.

E4.
It is important for the Church to be clear about the particular meanings it gives to words and phrases such as ‘marriage’ (which it uses only to refer to the commitment of one man and one woman to each other) and ‘blessing’ (which is discussed below).  However, the Church also has to acknowledge the limits of its power to influence the development of language in everyday usage.  The Working Party is very conscious that terms such as ‘gay marriage’ and ‘blessing’ are used in popular discourse in ways that the Church does not own.

E5.
The Working Party notes that civil partnerships differ in law from marriages in two key respects:

· they are for same-sex couples, rather than couples of opposite sexes

· as the government has made clear,  the registration of a civil partnership  is not marriage. Civil partnership is entered into not by making vows but by signing a legal document which provides legal rights such as tax, pension, and inheritance advantages, and certain responsibilities.  Unlike marriage, civil registration is not predicated on a sexual relationship and does not confer any sexual entitlement; thus, a civil partnership may not be annulled for non- consummation nor dissolved for adultery.

In the light of this, the Working Party recommends:

Recommendation 6
The Conference confirms that there is no reason per se within our discipline to prevent anyone within the Church, ordained or lay, from entering into, or remaining within a civil partnership. However, the 1993 Derby Resolutions do still apply.  Those Resolutions apply to every Methodist, whether married, in a civil partnership, or single.

E6.
We now offer some theological reflections on blessing and prayer.  It is important to be clear what we are doing, or seeking to do, when we ‘bless’ anyone or anything. The word ‘bless’ is easily used, but what it denotes is easily misunderstood. To ‘bless’ a relationship is not simply to permit it or to approve of it. ‘Bless’ is a theological word: God is, according to the Bible, ‘the Blessed One’, and, as such, the source and giver of life, wholeness and true happiness. So God is the ultimate source of all blessing, and therefore our blessing can only be a way of recognising or magnifying God’s blessing.  So blessing is a sacramental  action, like Jesus’ blessing of the children in, e.g. Mark 10:13-16.  It is also the natural response of faith to God’s blessing, as in the closure of Luke’s Gospel; Jesus blessed the disciples (24:51), and they, in return, ‘blessed’ (eulogesen, as in v.51) God. Always, blessing is to do with the overflowing life of God: in blessing, we seek to convey that blessing to others, or we ‘return’ the blessing, in the form of thanks and praise to God.

E7.
When is it appropriate to bless, and when to withhold a blessing? The answer of Scripture seems to be twofold. First, it is appropriate to bless those people, relationships and situations whom or which God has already blessed: ‘God will give (sc. still more) to the one who already has’ (Mark 4:25a). Second, it is appropriate to offer a blessing to those who request it, and are open to receive it, together with the commitment and obligations which the blessing brings with it.  “In the biblical sense, blessing invites a response – God’s generosity is returned in our worship and obedience.  This reaches its climax in the ministry of Jesus, who blesses those who respond to him in their need. Supremely, in the cross, he blesses by bringing God’s peace to estranged creation and also by offering a sacrificial response.  We are blessed when our attitudes and actions follow the pattern of Jesus.”  (‘The Toronto Blessing’ Agenda 1996, paragraph 4.3.4.)  It must follow from this that where we cannot discern God’s presence (not the same thing as saying ‘God is not there’), or where there is no openness to God’s will and God’s grace, it is difficult to see how a blessing can be offered.  Another form of prayer will be more appropriate in such situations.

E8.
Prayer is not about seeking God’s endorsement for human actions or opinions.  Prayer is about being open to God.  It is a way in which we increase our awareness of God’s presence and seek enlightenment concerning God’s will.  We seek to be freed from the obstacles that hinder us from living in God’s way and to be liberated to live more nearly in the way of the Kingdom.  As we draw closer to God we may be encouraged, comforted, rebuked or challenged.  Prayer is a channel for the release of the Holy Spirit into our lives, thus transforming people and situations in ways we may, even at best, only partially anticipate.

E9.
However, there is a difference between the spontaneous, ‘of the moment’ prayers (such as arise naturally in response to an immediate pastoral need) and those that are pre-arranged or formal.  The latter are, and are perceived to be, more ‘official’, carrying a greater weight of implied endorsement by the Church.  This is supremely true of liturgies authorised by the Conference or any other recognised body within the life of the Church.  Ministers and lay people alike are to be encouraged to pray with people at every opportunity.  Praying with people does not imply acceptance or approval of their behaviour or lifestyle.  Care is therefore called for in order to ensure that prayers are offered in the spirit outlined in the preceding paragraph.  It is also important to recognise that prayers offered in private carry a different connotation from those offered in public or, more particularly, in church.  Therefore what is acceptable to some in private may not always be appropriate for public situations nor be the subject of official liturgies.

E10.
At this point we must frankly acknowledge the complexity of the current situation.  All Christians are called to love and care for one another, irrespective of their sexuality, but ministers and lay people alike differ in their perception of a sexual relationship between two people of the same sex.  Some regard such a relationship as sinful, whilst others think that it should be judged by its permanence, love and faithfulness.  Those who perceive such a relationship as sinful will find it impossible to pray for God’s blessing upon it.  Others, perceiving the blessing of God in the love and faithfulness of the relationship, will wish to pray for God’s continuing blessing. How are we to proceed in such a situation?  According to Paul (Romans 14:1-15.7), when Christians hold opposing convictions on the same issues, all equally are accountable to God, each must act according to their conscience and none must behave in a way which damages or even destroys the faith of another. This teaching from Paul is applicable in the current situation.

E11.
There are no easy solutions for the complex situation in which the Church finds itself – at least, there are not if we are each to respect the Christian integrity of those who hold different convictions from ourselves.  It will be healthy and honest for the Church frankly to acknowledge that there will be pressure on Christian consciences whatever stance the Church adopts. Many will be unhappy if any minister or lay person blesses a same-sex relationship; such action, especially if it is a minister’s, might suggest that he or she was acting in the name of the whole Methodist Church.  Others will be unhappy if the Methodist Church prohibits the blessing of same-sex relationships.  At what point does ‘pressure on Christian consciences’ become unacceptable or undesirable?  This is not an easy question - but the whole Church must continue to be sensitive to it, each of us looking out especially for those whose viewpoint differs from our own.

E12.
It is difficult to see how the 1993 Derby resolutions (particularly the fourth resolution) can be interpreted in a way which would allow the Methodist Church to give its ‘official’ blessing to a same-sex relationship.  Therefore no authorised liturgies can be adopted by the Conference for such a purpose, nor, in order to avoid giving the impression that the Methodist Church is giving its official blessing, may Methodist premises be used for such a purpose.

Recommendation 7
The Conference confirms the conclusion of the Working Party that the 1993 Derby Resolutions preclude the possibility of authorised liturgies being adopted for the blessing of same-sex relationships and that Methodist premises may not be used for such a purpose.
E13.
The establishment in law of Civil Partnerships means that it is now possible for same-sex couples to enter into a legally-recognised partnership which presupposes permanence and mutual commitment.  The Working Party believes that the Conference should be given the opportunity to express its mind as to whether the Derby resolutions should now be revisited.  Resolution 9 is offered to test the mind of the Conference on this point.

E14.
The Working Party offers the following guidance in response to a request for prayers or services of blessing for same-sex couples:

Same-Sex Relationships

The Methodist Church is committed to a spirit of mutual respect and understanding between those holding different perspectives on human relationships and sexuality.  The resolutions of the 1993 Derby Conference set out the Church’s understandings concerning human sexuality and these are part of our discipline.

If a request is received to conduct prayers for a same-sex couple the person approached should respond sensitively, pastorally and with due regard to established good practice.  Good pastoral practice means welcoming each couple and treating them with respect.  Within these principles, no minister or layperson is required to act in any way contrary to her or his own conscience.  The Conference trusts and respects the integrity of those responsible for responding to couples requesting prayers or a ‘service of blessing’, particularly when offering informal, spontaneous prayer in response to a pastoral need.  However, nothing should be said or done which misrepresents the Church’s beliefs or discipline, and for this reason Methodist premises may not be used for the blessing of same-sex relationships.

If there is any doubt over how to respond, the Superintendent and possibly also the Chair of District should be consulted.

Recommendation 8
The guidance in paragraph E14 above shall be published in Section VI of CPD.
F.
Summary of Recommendations

F1.
The Conference directs the Methodist Council to bring recommendations to the Conference of 2007 as to how the principles set out in section B of this report about the way the Conference conducts its business may be enacted.
F2.
The Conference confirms that the six resolutions on Human Sexuality adopted by the 1993 Derby Conference are part of ‘our discipline’.

F3.
The text of the six resolutions on Human Sexuality adopted by the 1993 Derby Conference shall be published in Book VI of CPD.

F4.
A statement of what constitutes ‘our discipline’ shall be provided to all candidates for ordained ministry.

F5.
So far as assent to our doctrines and upholding our discipline are concerned, no specific reference to the 1993 resolutions on human sexuality shall be made in the forms completed by candidates, and the same procedures shall be followed for, and the same assurances sought from, those seeking to be ‘Recognised and Regarded’ or to transfer to our Ministry as for candidates.

F6.
The Conference confirms that there is no reason per se within our discipline to prevent anyone within the Church, ordained or lay, from entering into, or remaining within a civil partnership. However, the 1993 Derby Resolutions do still apply.  Those Resolutions apply to every Methodist, whether married, in a civil partnership, or single.

F7.
The Conference confirms the conclusion of the Working Party that the 1993 Derby Resolutions preclude the possibility of authorised liturgies being adopted for the blessing of same-sex relationships and that Methodist premises may not be used for such a purpose.

F8.
The guidance in paragraph E14 above shall be published in Section VI of CPD.

***RESOLUTIONS

40/1.
The Conference receives the Report.

40/2.
The Conference adopts the recommendation in paragraph F1 above.

40/3.
The Conference adopts the recommendation in paragraph F2 above.

40/4.
The Conference adopts the recommendation in paragraph F3 above.

40/5.
The Conference adopts the recommendation in paragraph F4 above.

40/6.
The Conference adopts the recommendation in paragraph F5 above.

40/7.
The Conference adopts the recommendation in paragraph F6 above.

40/8.
The Conference adopts the recommendation in paragraph F7 above.

40/9.
The Conference directs the Methodist Council to consult widely throughout the Connexion and, in the light of this consultation, to report to the Conference of 2008 as to whether the 1993 Derby Conference resolutions on Human Sexuality should be revised and, if so, what changes should be made.

40/10.
The Conference adopts the recommendation in paragraph F8 above.

Appendix A

The 1993 Derby Conference Resolutions on Human Sexuality:

(1)
The Conference, affirming the joy of human sexuality as God’s gift and the place of every human being within the grace of God, recognises the responsibility that flows from this for us all. It therefore welcomes the serious, prayerful and sometimes costly consideration given to this issue by the Methodist Church.

(2)
All practices of sexuality which are promiscuous, exploitative or demeaning in any way are unacceptable forms of behaviour and contradict God’s purpose for us all.
(3)
A person shall not be debarred from church on the grounds of sexual orientation in itself.

(4)
The Conference reaffirms the traditional teaching of the Church on human sexuality; namely chastity for all outside marriage and fidelity within it. The Conference directs that this affirmation is made clear to all candidates for ministry, office and membership, and having established this, affirms that the existing procedures of our Church are adequate to deal with all such cases.

(5)
The Conference resolves that its decisions in this debate shall not be used to form the basis of a disciplinary charge against any person in relation to conduct alleged to have taken place before such decisions were made.

(6)
The Conference recognises, affirms and celebrates the participation and ministry of lesbians and gay men in the Church. The Conference calls on the Methodist people to begin a pilgrimage of faith to combat repression and discrimination, to work for justice and human rights and to give dignity and worth to people whatever their sexuality.
Appendix B

Civil Partnerships (MC/05/100A) (As adopted by The Methodist Council, 17th October 2005)

The Civil Partnerships Act comes into operation in December 2005.  Following last year’s  debate on the Pilgrimage of Faith, the Conference in June 2006 will return to the question of what guidance should be published on how to respond to requests to conduct prayers or services of blessing for same-sex couples.  This paper addresses the question of what might happen in the interim period and seeks to articulate boundaries within which good practice will continue in the absence of guidance.

Introduction

From 5th December 2005, same-sex couples in England, Scotland and Wales (but not the Channel Islands or the Isle of Man) will be able to apply to register a civil partnership.  Following the standard procedure which includes a 15 day waiting period, the first civil partnerships will be registered on December 21st 2005.  

Though many legal effects of a civil partnership will be the same as those of marriage, the Government insists that a civil partnership is not a ‘gay marriage’ and not all those wishing to enter civil partnerships will be gay or lesbian couples.  But many of those registering civil partnerships will be same-sex couples already in or setting out on what they intend will be a long term, committed, stable relationship – which will now be legally recognised.  Such couples may include church members, ministers and other officers.  Unlike marriages, the legal registration of civil partnerships can only take place in non-religious registered buildings.  There may therefore be enquiries about whether the Methodist Church ‘blesses’ civil partnerships as well as specific requests for prayers or services of blessing.  

The Pilgrimage of Faith Working Party will report back to the Conference in 2006 on what ‘guidance should be published on how to respond to requests to conduct prayers or services of blessing for same-sex couples.’  Meanwhile, the Working Party has decided not ‘to issue any provisional guidelines concerning the appropriateness or otherwise of the blessing of Civil Partnerships…  We do not want any precedent to be set which would undermine by default the decision of the Conference’ (MC/05/100).

So, what happens during this interim period between the Act’s coming into force and any Conference decision regarding guidance?  How will a minister respond if approached by a same-sex couple intending to register a civil partnership who request prayers or a service of blessing?  Many ministers have not received such a request before.  They may be aware of the Pilgrimage of Faith process and debate, and will want to respond to this couple in the most helpful, sensitive and appropriate manner.  

Some ministers would never feel able to say yes to such a request, whatever guidance may be agreed by the Conference in 2006.  Their response will be relatively straightforward (though given in a pastorally sensitive way) - ‘Sorry, but I am prevented by conscience from considering your request.’  

Others (in line with the current guidance in CPD pp.768ff regarding ministers prevented by conscience from ever marrying people who, for example, have been divorced or are cohabiting) may say ‘Sorry, I am prevented by conscience from considering your request, but can refer you to a colleague not so prevented.’

Some may say ‘Sorry, but you’ll have to wait until the Methodist Conference in June 2006 has discussed and agreed the guidance that is to be published on how to respond to requests such as yours.’  While some couples will understand and accept this, others may find it difficult.  They may have been waiting many years for this moment.  Or it may on occasion be that a couple cannot wait that long (e.g. where one of them is in the advanced stage of a terminal illness).

Some ministers who have in the past been willing to say prayers with same-sex couples, may offer to go to the couple’s home for an informal gathering and prayers with friends and family.  Some may wish they could offer something more formal, in church (although at present they cannot). 

What is Good Practice?

The Methodist Church is committed to the Pilgrimage of Faith, with a spirit of mutual respect and understanding between those holding different perspectives.

Noting that the Civil Partnerships Act comes into effect on 5th December 2005 and that the Conference will consider in June 2006 what guidance to publish on how to respond to requests to conduct prayers or services of blessing for same-sex couples, the Council urges those approached in the interim with a request to conduct prayers or services of blessing for same-sex couples to respond sensitively, pastorally and with due regard to established good pastoral practice and the ongoing Pilgrimage of Faith.  The Council trusts and respects the integrity of those responsible for responding to couples requesting such prayers or services of blessing.  

Good pastoral practice means welcoming each couple and treating them with respect and sensitivity while discussing and responding to their request.  Any decision on how to respond should be made in consultation with at least the Circuit Superintendent and the District Chair.

Any response to such a request during this interim period cannot in any way be seen to set a precedent or to prejudge or influence either what the working party will recommend or the Conference decide.

Appendix: The Church of England House of Bishops’ response

In its pastoral statement dated 25 July 2005 (available in full at http://www.cofe.anglican.org/news/pr5605.html), the House of Bishops gave guidance on the new legislation in the light of the Church’s existing teaching. It noted that the Civil Partnerships Act 2004 ‘is not predicated on the intention to engage in a sexual relationship’, and that ‘people in a variety of relationships will be eligible to register as civil partners’. The House did not therefore regard entering into a civil partnership as intrinsically incompatible with holy orders. But clergy should expect to be asked for assurances that the relationship will be ‘consistent with the standards for the clergy set out in Issues in Human Sexuality’. Because partnerships will be widely seen as being between gay and lesbian people in sexually active relationships, the House advised clergy to weigh carefully perceptions which would inevitably accompany a decision to enter a partnership. The House also affirmed that clergy ‘should not provide services of blessing for those who register a civil partnership.’ It went on to advise that ‘where clergy are approached by people asking for prayer in relation to entering into a civil partnership they should respond pastorally and sensitively in the light of the circumstances of each case.’

DECLARATIONS: [see Standing Order 710(3)(a)]





I hereby confirm my offer as a candidate for ordained Methodist ministry.


I assent to the doctrinal standards set out in Clause 4 of the Deed of Union.  I will uphold the discipline of the Methodist Church and will accept the obligations to be at the disposal of the Conference for stationing which apply to the diaconate or presbyteral ministry. 


I have received, read and understood the resolutions on human sexuality adopted by the Conference of 1993, and declare that there is nothing which in consequence will prevent me from proceeding to serve the Methodist Church in ordained ministry. 


 (for those offering for diaconal ministry) I will accept the commitments entailed by becoming a full member of the Methodist Diaconal Order. 


I have received, read and understood the Draft policy and Guidelines for Admission to Training Programmes and for the Selection and Appointment of Presbyters, Deacons, with a Criminal Record. 





Signature of Candidate 		Date 	
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