General Secretary’s Report

1. Setting the scene

In all my work this year, in every part of the Church in which I have been involved, I have tried to advocate Priorities for the Methodist Church. It is inevitable in such a widespread and complicated organism as the Methodist Church that awareness of the Priorities, and insights into their significance for us all, have developed in a patchy way in the few months since they were adopted by the Conference in 2004. But already in parts of the Church they are beginning to inspire change. And wherever I have spoken about them, the Priorities have resonated with people’s perceptions of where we are as a Church. They crystallise the large issues we must address consistently over the next few years, and in depth, across the Connexion and with our partners, if we are to move forward together, facing with confidence the profound challenges of Christian witness in 21st century Britain. 

The Priorities have not replaced the Our Calling process! The Our Calling process remains the most straightforward way in which each local church can review annually what it does and can set itself a target, plan or objective for the forthcoming twelve months, which will help the local church better to express its core purpose as the Church of Christ.

If we lived in a stable situation, we would advocate the use of Our Calling continually, to develop the life and mission of each church in a coherent way right across the Connexion. We would feel the ‘whole Church of Christ’ was increasingly being embodied in each local context. And we would feel that, though the ‘whole Church’ expressed itself in many different ways in many different environments, we were sharing in a common purpose. Most things we would need from year to year would fit well into the simple Our Calling framework and process. 

But we are not in a stable situation! God’s pressure on us to change, to regroup, to think freshly about our worship and mission is urgent. Already our resources are seriously overstretched. We know we cannot do everything, or even attempt to do so. We have to prioritise. The Priorities give us permission to make hard choices, and guide us to see the general directions in which our most important choices need to be made.

The Priorities also promote the insight that in the circumstances in which God has placed us, we can make progress locally (or indeed regionally or nationally) only by pulling together, sharing vision and resources, across the Connexion.

Our traditional ways of supporting each other connexionally exhaust us as readily as they energise us. We are uncertain about supporting innovation or affirming experimental and novel initiatives, lest we lose the strength of our tradition. We too readily avoid facing the immense gap between the culture of the Church and the rest of society. We cannot connect with the springs of creativity and searches for meaning that float haphazardly around contemporary cultures, muddled up as they are with the brash appeal of ‘celebrity’ and worrying political pressures which threaten our capacity to develop harmoniously a diverse and changing society. So we need something – and Priorities for the Methodist Church is such a resource – to take us from the disheartened place where we often are. We need to 

go again to the heart of our faith (our confidence in God’s power and love to transfigure every human life and the whole of society); and radically to reshape our church institutions and our patterns of spirituality so that we engage again with the mainstream currents of our culture and refuse to be imprisoned in the margins of society.

The Priorities have sprung out of the Our Calling process. They represent a cluster of convictions and commitments which give us the courage to do a root and branch review of every part of the Church’s life, to release energy and creativity for mission, to support those who are thirsting to take risks for the gospel, to learn new ways of communicating and to celebrate and use the gifts, experience and talents of people in imaginative discipleship rather than expecting people to keep our institution going in the form it has reached in the late 20th century. Perhaps the biggest shift we have to make in reconnecting constructively with the many subcultures and languages of our contemporary society is from inviting and training people to sustain our historic institution and patterns of fellowship relatively unchanged (and honouring them disproportionately when they do so, gladly or reluctantly) to empowering people to be confident and effective witnesses of Jesus Christ in everyday life, where they will be able to talk naturally of God and faith, and witness straightforwardly to a holy life which is thoroughly embedded in the everyday ups and downs of people’s ordinary experience.

2. My work in the Connexional Team.  I shall not report in detail on this here. It is essentially a collaborative effort, working with the Co-ordinating Secretaries, individually and collectively. We meet together weekly as the Joint Secretaries’ Group (JSG). This is a strong and supportive experience.

The agenda of change in the Team and the responsibility of moving that forward creatively with the whole Team, and in collaboration with the wider Connexion, is very demanding. The fruit of our major work together this year appears elsewhere in the Agenda, in the document Team Focus 2005-2008 and in its initial outworking in an outline financial plan for the Team for 2005-2008, the coming year’s work plan and its accompanying budget. I need, however, to record my gratitude not only to my immediate colleagues for their unfailing support but also my gratitude to the Methodist Council and the Strategy and Resources Committee who, being alert to their distinctive responsibilities, have worked so constructively and vigorously with JSG this year in the management of change in the Team. I anticipate that the next two or three years will make even heavier demands on our courage and our clarity of vision. 

3. My visits to District Chairs.  I chose again this year to visit each District Chair, and the Warden of the Diaconal Order. Each visit has been a fruitful use of time, in which I have learned a great deal. In advance of my visits this year I asked District Chairs, if it were convenient, to meet some circuit stewards. I made this request because in my visits last year I seemed not to have met many circuit stewards. I have now met hundreds of circuit stewards! What an extraordinary resource the Church has here of lay leadership, vision, committed service and deep questioning about church policy and strategy! What I now reflect about my visits is filtered primarily through these encounters with circuit stewards – a modest way of honouring their willingness to make time to meet me and speak openly with me. Here are some recurrent themes. 

3.1 Circuit stewards know first-hand the many competing pressures on circuit life. For example: 

Many of our congregations, especially the medium-sized and large ones, represent the post-denominational nature of Christian believing in contemporary Britain. People come together for worship from a huge variety of backgrounds. For whatever reason, and for however short a period, they find in a local church a spiritual home. Few are steeped in Methodist organisation and culture. Most have little or no interest in finding out about it. Talking about the ‘circuit’ (as a ‘natural unit of mission’ or in any other way) is largely unappealing. Finding support for the circuit in practical ways is hard work.

The changing patterns of Christian belonging (e.g. less frequent and less predictable participation in Sunday worship) make commitment to organisational aspects of our common life (like managing trusteeship and collective oversight in a local church, yet alone the circuit) problematic. 

Ecumenical collaboration, where it is proving creative and challenging, whether in a Local Ecumenical Partnership, a local covenant or in the ‘Churches Together’ configurations, draws energy away from the circuit and ‘things Methodist’.

The increasing burden of public regulation on the Church, as on all voluntary organisations in contemporary society, makes local office-holding not only difficult to sustain but also something for which people are less willing to take responsibility.

The opaque and unnecessarily complex nature of the regulations we have invented for ourselves as a Church sap the morale of even the most dedicated circuit steward. “May the day soon come”, is their regular request, “when we not only regulate our life with a much lighter touch, but make the less regulation we need readily and cheaply available to those who need it when they need it”. The annual production of several of our historic documents, all our Standing Orders for the whole Church and all the authorised guidance notes, in one large and expansive book is a major disincentive to circuit stewards.

On this theme I note:


(I)
Action is already in hand for a review of part 9 of CPD (about property).


(II)
The matter of the form in which CPD is published will be looked at during the forthcoming connexional year. 

3.2
Circuit stewards are, in general, respectful and deeply supportive of ministers, deacons and lay workers. Although they see strengths in our present system for stationing ordained people (not least the constructive reflection on vision and strategy for a circuit, prompted by the required consultations with the District Chair and the lay stationing representative), they have continuing concerns about some of the detail.

3.3
Circuit stewards want to release energy in their circuits for the Church’s mission, using the prompting of Priorities for the Methodist Church. They are not convinced that ministers are always open to change and innovation. They are certain that not all the churches want it. But I have found everywhere in the Connexion considerable support for some general themes:

We need to encourage cross-circuit working wherever possible, to share resources and to place vision and strategy on a wider map. It needs to become normal to assume that circuits, no less than churches, cannot any longer do everything. Only by making circuit boundaries porous can we rediscover aspects of connexionalism and share resources fruitfully. In some instances this will lead to more formal agreements between clusters of circuits, e.g. a federal structure or a merger.

Circuits who see themselves as still being in a relatively well-resourced situation (e.g. with a full ‘establishment’ of ministers) need to take initiatives now to do something innovative to enrich the pattern of circuit life so that it becomes more than a collection of ‘pastoral charge’ ministries. 

Perhaps a plan is to be made so that when the next ministerial vacancy occurs, a lay appointment is made instead, to pioneer a form of outreach.

Perhaps one of the ministers is to be redeployed outside the ‘pastoral charge’ ministry, to plant a church, develop a fresh expression of Church, fulfil a chaplaincy role or engage freshly with children or young people.

Perhaps the traditional circuit pattern of a collection of ministers each performing a ‘pastoral charge’ ministry in their own ‘section’ is to be replaced by the ministers and circuit stewards working together as a team, in which each plays to their strengths across the circuit.

Perhaps each minister and other members of the circuit leadership team are to be challenged to dedicate a significant proportion of their time and energy to innovative mission and to be accountable to one another for that.

Whatever initiatives are to be taken, inspired by the Priorities, they will require:

(a) A significant reshaping of the ways in which the circuit is administered and in which ministries of pastoral care and Christian education are delivered, lest fewer ministers are left doing more, to the detriment of high quality ministry, and with the risk that churches and circuits do not break out of an over-dependence on ministers and fail to utilise to the full the gifts and graces of all God’s people.

(b) A clear commitment to transparency, accountability, support systems, appropriate training, adequate funding and shared ownership of entrepreneurial activity and innovative mission. 

4. My visit abroad this year has been to Korea. As always it is highly illuminating to see one’s own situation afresh in the light of Christian witness (in this case, through the Korean Methodist Church) in a completely different culture. I am hopeful that we can develop a constructive and mutually beneficial partnership between our Church and the Korean Methodist Church, in spite of all the difficulties of language, culture and mission policy. Such a partnership will facilitate a more effective ministry to Korean people in Britain and will create an environment in which the Korean Methodist Church and our British Connexion can learn from one another, to mutual advantage.

5. Church committees.  I have tried this year also to visit many of the connexional committees. The pattern of many of them has remained unchanged over a long period. They are often expensive and time-consuming. So the time is right for careful reflection. How church committees evaluate their work, discern their purpose, find new ways of working, and in some cases cease altogether because their task is completed is a challenge for long-established committees in every part of the Connexion. Once again, Priorities for the Methodist Church is a sufficient stimulus to a thoroughgoing review and courageous action. The pressure on resources will concentrate the mind towards speedy change. Whatever we do together must be clearly defined and must use the most efficient and effective forms of communication, consultation and decision-making.

I am sure the willingness of the Conference itself and of the Methodist Council to have their ways of working and their purposes reviewed will give a good lead for similar action everywhere in the Church.

The Connexional Leadership Team, still in its infancy, has started its processes of review. The primary shift this year has been towards understanding itself firstly as a network and secondly as a group of people who meet together occasionally. In particular, ‘business’ items (information sharing, requests for information or sources of good practice, consultation processes, sharing good news of important initiatives and the like) are now dealt with through a bi-monthly email, so as not to use up valuable time when CLT members are together.

6. Christian Aid.  I have become a trustee of Christian Aid within the new governance arrangements for that charity. I will adjust my pattern of life next year to allow for these responsibilities to be fulfilled, which I judge will be to the advantage of the Methodist Church. I hope my place on the Christian Aid board will encourage ongoing Methodist support of Christian Aid. 

David G Deeks

April 2005

***RESOLUTION

4/1.
The Conference receives the Report.

4/2.
The Conference thanks Ruby Beech for her outstanding work as a Co-ordinating Secretary (latterly for Human and Financial Resources) and wishes her well in her future work and ministry.


