The Review of the Methodist Conference

This is the interim report of the Group appointed by the 2004 Conference to review the working and costs of the Conference. The membership of the Group and the Terms of Reference set for it by the Conference, plus a later note about the financing of the Conference written by the General Secretary and endorsed by the Strategy and Resources Committee and the Methodist Council, are set out in an Appendix.   

The Group has gathered evidence from many sources, considered submissions made to them and scrutinised in particular the report of the Commission on Conference presented to the 1996 Conference. The developing work on “The Nature of Oversight” which has culminated in the report of that name found elsewhere in the 2005 Conference Agenda has significantly shaped its thinking.   

The Conference is invited to receive the report; to adopt Section A on “The Purposes of the Conference”; and to direct the Group to do detailed work and consult the Connexion on the topics outlined in Section C with a view to bringing any eventual proposals to the 2006 Conference.  

A.
THE PURPOSES OF THE METHODIST CONFERENCE

1. The Conference is described in such foundational documents as The Methodist Church Act 1976 and the Deed of Union (first adopted in 1932 and amended from time to time by subsequent Conferences) as the governing body of the Methodist Church under God, with responsibility for what the Deed (Clause 18) calls the government, discipline, management and administration of its affairs. Yet this takes for granted the fact that the Conference grew into being the supreme governing body of the Church out of a series of meetings which John Wesley held with his Preachers in which they sought to discern the movements of the Spirit and the promptings of grace, and to shape and regulate the response of the Methodist Connexion in worship and mission. They did this through a process which might be called “Christian Conferring”. Therefore so far as identifying the purposes of the Conference is concerned, its place or role in the whole Connexion and its “spiritual” methods of doing business are as important as its formal function of being the supreme governing body. [See further The Nature of Oversight paragraphs 2.7 – 2.17].  

2. So far as its place or role is concerned, the Conference stands at the heart of the Connexion, that particular way of inter-relating and sharing in holiness and witness, worship and mission that constitutes Methodism’s way of being Church in both traditional and fresh expressions of Church. It gathers, celebrates and cements the connecting of the Connexion with its past, with its future, with external bodies and, internally, between its constituent parts. Some of the latter occurs informally through people meeting each other over meals and at fringe and other events around the sessions of the Conference. Much of it occurs in the formal business of the Conference itself as people seek to discern the will and activity of God through paying attention to each other’s insights and experience. In this the members of the Conference are 


representatives to the Conference of the Districts, connexional bodies and offices, and partner organisations which appoint them, and are then in turn representatives of the Conference to those bodies and the wider Connexion. So far as the latter is concerned there are two main strands in which the oversight of the Conference is embodied and exercised in the rest of the Connexion. One is that of corporate groups and particular office holders, in which lay people play the predominant role. The other is that of presbyters exercising pastoral responsibility and, where they are appointed to Circuits to fulfil particular ministerial duties within them, pastoral charge. [See further The Nature of Oversight paragraphs 2.22 – 2.27.] The Conference therefore embodies the inter-dependence and inter-connectedness of the Connexion in order to re-present to the whole Connexion and the wider world what the Connexion is meant to be. 

3. As such, the Conference exists primarily to focus, renew and nurture the whole Connexion’s worship of God and participation in God’s mission. So far as its processes are concerned, it does this by engaging in processes of mutual dialogue that lead to collective decision-making. It therefore provides opportunities for intentional, prayerful and thoughtful dialogue in which people take spiritual, theological and practical counsel together. In these people are called to confer together in order to: 

· reflect on their individual and corporate experience of the movements of the Spirit and the promptings of grace;

· seek to discern what God is doing in the world and amongst them and to catch a vision of what God might require of them;

· develop plans for how their worship and mission might be ordered to enact  that vision;
· take the decisions necessary to begin to implement those plans;

· review progress regularly, reflecting on it prayerfully and in the light of the Word of God, offering it all to God and receiving it back from God transformed in worship;

· offer support and exercise mutual accountability and supervision for the basic spiritual and pastoral disciplines of the Christian life, and the skills and disciplines of spiritual and practical leadership. 

4. The Conference therefore primarily exercises oversight in the broadest sense of that term, namely of ensuring that the whole Connexion remains true to its calling and to its experience and place in the apostolic succession of faithful response and witness to the Gospel. [See further The Nature of Oversight paragraphs 1.1 – 1.10].  It therefore involves powerful experiences of God visiting people and stimulating them to be alert to fulfil God’s purposes.  These experiences are mediated through the Conference’s worship, deliberations and actions.

5. Oversight is a rich concept. It involves aspects of watching over, watching out for, monitoring, discerning, disciplining, directing, guiding, encouraging and caring. This in turn means that it includes elements which can best be described as governance, management and leadership. At the same time it is by no means exhausted by these elements. The Conference exercises direct, personal oversight of ministers (presbyters) and deacons in the acceptance of candidates, reception into Full Connexion, permission to become supernumerary and stationing.  in every case, however, we are talking about theologically informed oversight, which can involve theologically informed governance, theologically informed management and theologically informed leadership.
6. As an expression of its oversight much of the activity of the Conference consists of the direct exercise of governance in the sense of exercising formal authority in:

· formulating and adopting the principal purposes and policies of the Church under the guidance of the Spirit;

· setting parameters for the implementation of those policies;

· making rules and regulations for itself and all the other constituent parts of the Connexion which direct and guide their activities and their relationships with other Churches and the wider world;

· ensuring that the Connexion complies with its internal regulations (e.g. doctrinal standards, Standing Orders) and, where appropriate, promoting compliance with external legislation (e.g. accounting rules, charity law, data protection);

· monitoring and assessing the fulfilment of its agreed purposes under the guidance of the Spirit.

The Conference enacts its governance both directly through adopting formal policies and legislation, but also indirectly by setting the parameters and structures of accountability and support for other bodies to do so in its name through subsidiarity. [See further The Nature of Oversight paragraph 1.11.]

7. Less of the Conference’s activity is to do with the expression of its oversight through management. The direct exercise of management is the duty of other individuals and groups who are authorised or permitted to do it by the Conference, or who act on its behalf. It is their responsibility to formulate specific and detailed strategies for enacting the Conference’s policies and fulfilling its purposes; for setting particular objectives concerning the implementation of those strategies; for deploying human, financial, capital (e.g. investments and buildings) and technological resources to achieve those objectives; and for monitoring and assessing the performance of individuals and groups in meeting the objectives. [See further The Nature of Oversight paragraph 1.12]

The role of the Conference is to set the framework for management in the Connexion, in the sense of setting clear policies and purposes, authorising and permitting others to exercise management directly, and seeking to ensure that they do so under the guidance of the Spirit and in an attitude of stewardship. 
8. A major function of the Conference is, however, to express its oversight through the direct exercise of leadership in the sense of:   
· inspiring people to be imaginative and to participate in the development of new vision, and empowering them to share their ideas and act upon them;

· articulating and considering the content of that developing vision; 
· reviewing and promoting the teaching of the Church;
· initiating action and encouraging people to follow;
· providing examples of taking risks, once the realities of a particular situation have been rationally assessed and a commitment has been made to accept responsibility for the results of the action to be undertaken;

· providing models of exercising power (not least with regard to the management of resources) with authority, justice and love.
These expressions of leadership are always related to the Word, rooted in the sacraments and undergirded with prayer. The Conference enacts them through its formal addresses and inspirational events, and through its mutual conferring.

B.
ASSESSMENT OF CURRENT PRACTICES IN THE LIGHT OF THE PURPOSES

9. The Review Group has reflected on the current practices of the Conference in the light of the above Purposes, and has come to the following preliminary conclusions.

10. It is not always clear which activities on the Agenda of the Conference fulfil which  purposes. This lack of precision can result in a loss of focus in dealing with each item, a single method of conducting business and a lack of balance in the overall business between the various purposes. There is a clear need to devise better ways of conferring as defined in paragraph 3 above. Greater and more imaginative use needs to be made of the provision in Standing Orders for much of the business to be conducted as conversations rather than as forensic or parliamentary debates. Where debates are held with a view to making detailed decisions, they should be set up, presented and guided in such a way as to enable them to do so effectively (but without infringing the rights of members of the Conference to respond to the subject under consideration as they see fit).

11. In particular, matters of governance are not dealt with well. Formal reports of constituent bodies are often presented to the Conference without any prior detailed scrutiny. They therefore either go through without proper consideration or take up a lot of time in a debate for which there has been inadequate preparation. The Review of the Conference links up here with the Review of the Methodist Council. Between the two bodies, ways need to be devised in which detailed scrutiny of constituent bodies for governance purposes can be done in detail (but with transparency of both process and outcome) by some group on behalf of the Conference. 

12. There is similarly often confusion concerning matters of management.  The Conference is a large corporate body of people who do not have detailed knowledge of the situations concerned, and so often gets into problems when it tries to manage things or people in detail rather than set the framework for management in the Connexion and authorise or permit other individuals and groups to exercise management directly on its behalf. 

13. With regard to matters of leadership, not enough time is generally given to the collective harvesting of insight, developing of vision and articulating of policies. Similarly in terms of general oversight, there is often a timidity and lack of encouragement to wait on God and not enough space in the overall timetable for there to be times of spontaneous prayer, praise and contemplation. The purposes of the Conference outlined above include an emphasis on inspiration. The Conference should therefore primarily be looking for the inspiration of the Spirit, and in the light of that to provide inspiration for the whole Connexion. Inspiring and lifting the spirits of the members of the Conference would be a by-product of seeking to meet those primary ends.  

C.
SOME PRINCIPLES AND OUTLINE PROPOSALS FOR FUTURE CONSIDERATION

14. The Review Group has identified a number of principles and outline proposals which it wishes to explore in more detail.

Business

15. Items on the Agenda of the Conference should be placed into different categories of business by reference to the purposes of the Conference outlined above. A proper balance should be kept between the categories. Each category should be dealt with by methods of doing business which are appropriate to it. This can be the imaginative use of traditional methods, or the creative development of new ones. For example,  mechanisms should be sought (such as “Hearings”) whereby members of the Conference can raise points of information or for clarification with those responsible for producing reports in the Conference Agenda before a debate is held (rather than during it). Such mechanisms might also enable greater interaction between members of the Conference and members of the Connexional Team about general matters which are not otherwise in the Conference Agenda.

16. The timing of the Conference day should be reviewed as to what type of business gets done when (in order to facilitate the work of the Business Committees and the Conference Secretariat) but “Inspirational” events should be integral to the work of the Conference, not additional to it. The role of the traditional Conference lectures (Peake, Fernley-Hartley, Beckly) should be reviewed in this light.

17. So far as the governance of constituent bodies is concerned, detailed scrutiny should be carried out under the oversight of the Methodist Council. Should members of the Conference wish to raise an issue, the matter should be referred to a Review Group appointed by the Conference and meeting during it. 

18. To help fulfil its purpose of governance in dealing with some items of its other business, the Conference should assign its members to Reference Groups which would meet concurrently to deal with matters in a particular area (e.g. “Church Life” or “Public Life and Social Justice”) and consider any Notices of Motion and draft replies to Memorials dealing with that area. 

19. Ways should be devised in which Circuits, Districts and other parts of the Connexion which currently do not bring business to the Conference can be invited to give an account to each other through the Conference for their life, work and mission. [Previous attempts to achieve this have not proved successful, but the principle of mutual accountability is important.  The Conference Review Group would welcome suggestions about how this might be done.] 

Membership

20. Members of the Conference should be people who

a) ensure the participation in the Conference of the constituent parts of the Connexion (e.g. Districts, connexional bodies, partner organisations);  and

b) have the breadth of gifts and experience between them (paying proper attention to matters of equality and diversity) to help the Conference fulfil its Purposes.

21. For the Conference (and subsidiary bodies such as the Council) to be effective there needs to be a lot of trust between people in the different parts of the Connexion, but this is sometimes surprisingly lacking amongst a people of faith. In order to build up trust through better communication, it should be clearly recognised when appointing or permitting people to be members of the Conference that:

a) presbyters (who exercise one of the strands of the Conference’s oversight throughout the Connexion in the form of pastoral responsibility), deacons and lay people (who play the predominant role in the other strand of the Conference’s oversight exercised by office-holders and corporate groups) have a role to play outside the Conference in helping people to engage with the Conference, as well as a role within the Conference of helping the Conference engage in reflection on the Work of God as it is being experienced across the Connexion; 

b) representatives (lay and ordained) of Districts or other bodies should be representatives of the Conference at their District synod or at the body which appointed them as well as representatives to the Conference from that synod or other body, and effective ways devised in which they can fulfil this responsibility (with appropriate briefing material provided by the Connexional Team);

c) representatives from Districts and other bodies should have a pre-Conference briefing and a post-Conference de-briefing (as already happens in some Districts);

d) where there is more than one representative from a District or other body, they should each be appointed with a view to their paying attention to particular areas of the business of the Conference (This already happens in some Districts and would be particularly helpful if the proposal in paragraph 18 above to create concurrent Reference Groups for some items of business is put into effect.) 

22. For the Conference to be effective there has to be a measure of continuity in its membership. For many years that continuity was provided by the ex-officio and Conference-elected members of the Conference, who brought with them their memories of the business at previous Conferences and their knowledge of the Conference’s procedures as well as their particular wisdom. The report of the Commission on Conference in 1996 led to amendments to Standing Orders which encouraged Districts to appoint representatives to the Conference for a three-year period, which began to change the balance. The Conference Review Group believes that there would be merit in consolidating this development and taking it further, so that the continuity in the membership of the Conference would substantially be provided by the District representatives rather than those who are currently Conference-elected. 

23. If Districts provided more of the continuity in the membership of the Conference, other people could be appointed as members of the Conference with a view to ensuring that the diverse membership of the Connexion is more fully represented in the Conference and that the range of gifts and experience necessary for the Conference to fulfil its purposes is present. This could be done by developing criteria for the appointment of those members of the Conference (including Conference-elected members) who do not represent Districts, or by replacing those categories of membership with a group of people who would be directly appointed by an appropriate body or bodies each year. 

24. In order to ensure a sense of equity in the District category of membership of the Conference, the number of representatives from each District currently varies according to the number of members in the District. If the intention were only to enshrine a principle of representative democracy the range of variation between districts would be large. If the intention were only to ensure that Conference had available to it people who could deal with particular areas of its business both in the Conference itself and then on behalf of the Conference in the District, there would be no variation. Both intentions, however, are important and need to be held in tension with each other. The Conference Review Group believes that the way they are held in tension should be re-examined, and the possibility explored of reducing the differentials between the mainland Districts. Similarly the ways in which Districts are required to provide a certain minimum number of presbyters, of deacons and of lay-people amongst their representatives should be re-examined in the light of the growing evidence that the changes made a few years ago to create a fourth category of District representative who could be either presbyters, deacons or lay as the District wished has led to a growing number of ordained people being members of the Conference (whereas it was intended to create a higher number of lay people). 

Relationship between the Sessions

25. There are currently three Sessions of the Conference – Ministerial, Diaconal and Representative – each of which is the whole Conference rather than a part of it when it meets. Yet the essential nature of oversight in British Methodism is that it is shared, and this is most fully realised in the Representative Session. The material in this report on the Purposes, Business and Membership of the Conference therefore most naturally relates to the Representative Session. Methodists often pride themselves on not having a House of Clergy and House of Laity in its supreme governing body. Yet there are Ministerial and Diaconal Sessions of the Conference, the voting membership of which is the total number of ministerial and diaconal members of the Representative Session of Conference. There is however no Lay Session of the Conference (as they have in some other Methodist Churches, such as those in Nigeria and Ghana) in which the lay members of the Representative Session can meet on their own, as the ministers and deacons can. Moreover, the Ministerial and Diaconal Sessions have exclusive jurisdiction only in the matters of continuance or discontinuance of student ministers, student deacons or probationers, and in hearing appeals to the Conference arising out charges against a minister, deacon, student or probationer. In other matters such as the acceptance of candidates, permission to become supernumerary and approval of obituaries, the Ministerial and Diaconal Sessions make recommendations to the Representative Session which formally has the final jurisdiction in the matter (although it cannot, for example, accept a candidate who has not been positively recommended to it by the Ministerial or Diaconal Session). The Conference Review Group therefore believes consideration should be given to making the Ministerial and Diaconal Sessions formally into Committees of a single Session (i.e. Representative) of the Conference with exclusive jurisdiction over some matters remitted to them by the Conference in the Deed of Union. Alternatively, if they remain as Sessions of the Conference, consideration should be given to instituting a Lay Session of the Conference alongside them.  

26. Consideration should be given as to whether the Diaconal Convocation and Diaconal Session (or Committee) of the Conference could become two aspects of one event in which the nature of the Methodist Diaconal Order as both a religious order and an order of ministry could be held together, but with each being properly and distinctively emphasised and, if so, whether or not they would need to occur in close proximity (in time and place) to the Representative Session of the Conference.

27. Similarly, although Methodist presbyters are not a religious order in the sense that the Methodist Diaconal Order is, consideration should be given as to whether the Ministerial Session (or Committee) of the Conference could meet at the same time as the Diaconal Session, and whether it would always need to meet in close proximity (in time and place) to the Representative Session. The most appropriate place for the Pastoral Address and the Memorial Service would have to be explored in conjunction with this.
28. The Conference Review Group also believes that the attendance of ordinands at the Conference should be re-examined. Currently the Ordination Retreat ends on the last day of the Ministerial Session, which means that the ordinands are not present when their names are presented to that Session.  They come to the Conference for Reception into Full Connexion and ordination, and may stay for the whole of the Representative Session at connexional expense. Consideration should be given to probationers being invited to attend the Representative Session of the Conference in a year before the one in which they are due to be received into full connexion and ordained. Then in their final year of probation the “Ordinands” should come from the Ordination Retreat to the whole of the Ministerial or Diaconal Session of Conference as appropriate, and then to the Representative Session of Conference only until they are received into full connexion and ordained.

The Presidency

29. As well as the two strands which embody the Conference’s oversight in the Connexion (i.e. corporate bodies and office-holders on the one hand; and presbyters exercising pastoral responsibility on the other) the Presidency plays a vital role both in ensuring that in conducting its business the Conference embodies the inter-dependence and inter-connectedness of the Connexion, and also in representing the Conference to the whole Connexion and the wider world. [See paragraph 2 above]. But the insights of the report The Nature of Oversight [e.g. paragraphs 2.26 and 3.30] suggest that consideration should be given to restating and renaming the role and functions of the President and Vice-President [e.g. if we move at some point to the President being a bishop, should we move to a trio of Presiding Bishop, Warden of MDO and Lay President?]; and to whether the time is approaching when they should be longer-term appointments.

Costs and arrangements

30. The Deed of Union and possibly the Methodist Church Act 1976 require that there be an annual Conference. The Review Group is not at this point preparing to embark on the complicated process involved in changing this. Nevertheless, in the light of the spiralling costs of Conference, consideration should be given as to whether all of the purposes of the Conference need to be fulfilled each year; and therefore whether there can be a short Conference in some years (dealing with such matters as stationing, the acceptance of candidates for the ministry and the diaconate, reception into full connexion and ordination, permission to become supernumerary, obituaries and memorial services, urgent matters of legislation and the induction of a new President and Vice-President) and a longer one dealing with other matters of vision and policy every second or third year. Consideration should also be given as to whether the Conference is currently held at the best time of the year.
31. Similarly, in the light of the spiralling costs of Conference and the need to conduct business effectively, consideration should be given to reducing the membership of the Conference from about 420 (including Associate Members) to about 250. In this case care should be taken to reduce both elected and ex-officio members of the Conference as fairly as possible.

32. So far as venues are concerned, the effects on the Districts should be assessed of having a smaller number which are strategically located and designed to enable the Conference to fulfil its purposes effectively.

33. The current moves towards having a Connexional Conference Arrangements Committee (most of whose members would be local to the particular Conference venue) should be encouraged as a way of providing continuity, consistency and control of costs.

D.
CONCLUSION

34. The considerations set out in Section C above are matters which the Conference Review Group has identified as worth examining in detail. If the Conference approves that further work, the Review Group would welcome comments and submissions on these matters by the 31st October 2005. The Group will then produce a set of detailed proposals in January 2006 for further consultation throughout the Connexion, with a view to bringing a draft of its final report to the Methodist Council in February 2006. 
APPENDIX

Terms of reference of the Conference Review Group (adopted by the 2004 Conference)

1.
The Conference Review Group (established by Conference 2004, Daily Record 5/15/1) is charged to examine the following: 

1.1
The way the Conference’s responsibility of governing the Methodist Church is to be described and enacted in future (provided always that it is in conformity with the legal framework within which the Conference operates). 

1.2
The “weekend events” of the Representative Session. 

1.3
The ways in which the Conference does its business in all three Sessions (including Notices of Motion, Memorials and en bloc business). 

1.4
The basis on which some groups and institutions report direct to the Conference without reference to the Methodist Council (e.g. Faith and Order; Methodist Publishing House) while other groups may report to the Conference only through the Methodist Council (e.g. the Connexional Team). 

1.5
The membership and size of the Conference. 

1.6
The advisability of moving as quickly as possible to a small number of appropriately located and suitable venues to be used in rotation, whether residential or otherwise. 

1.7 
The costs of the Conference (from the Methodist Church Fund and from District funds). 

1.8 
Effective ways of preparing for the Conference and transmitting experience gained from year to year. 

1.9 
Communication between the Conference and the Districts, Circuits and churches. 

2.
The Conference Review Group is required to liaise with the Methodist Council Review Group to ensure clarity in the role and authority of the Council in relation to the Conference and particularly in the powers delegated to the Council to act in the name of the Conference between meetings of the Conference. 

3.
The Conference Review Group is required to invite contributions to its work from Conference members and to consult widely. 

4.
The Conference Review Group is requested to consider good practice which has developed in other large deliberative and governing bodies. 

5.
The Conference Review Group is directed to report speedily to the Conference, through the Methodist Council - hopefully in 2005. (There is no requirement laid on the Conference Review Group to prepare legislative changes. It is rather the intention that the Conference Review Group recommend fundamental principles and key policy changes, all of which can subsequently be implemented with an appropriate priority if and when they are endorsed by the Conference.) 

Additional Note on Terms of Reference (endorsed by the Methodist Council April 2005)

The Conference Review Group is asked to indicate in their recommendations how, as soon as possible and certainly no later than 2008, considerable savings can be achieved in the consolidated cost of the Conference compared with the current base estimate of £450,000.

Membership of the Conference Review Group (adopted by the 2004 Conference)

The Conference appointed the following as members of the Review Group: 

The Revd Ian T White (Chair) – Former President of the Conference: Chair of the Methodist Council Review Group 

Dr Richard Vautrey – Leeds District; GP; Member of the Methodist Council Review Group 

Mrs Susan Howdle – Journal Secretary; former Vice-President; lawyer 

Ms Nwabueze Nwokolo – Racial Justice Committee; community lawyer 

Mrs Elizabeth Edwards – Synod Secretary, Newcastle District; former maths teacher; involved in arrangements for the 2006 Conference 

Mr Steven Cooper – Conference-elected representative; executive assistant, Archbishops’ Council 

The Revd Kenneth Howcroft (Convenor/Secretary) – Assistant Secretary of the Conference/Co-ordinating Secretary for Conference and Communication

***RESOLUTIONS

7/1.
The Conference receives the Report.

7/2.
The Conference adopts Section A of the Report (The Purposes of the Methodist Conference). [DECLINED]

7/3.
The Conference directs the Conference Review Group to undertake detailed work and consultations concerning the proposals in Section C of the Report.

