Connexional Training Strategies 2005

A.
Introduction

Much of this year’s Connexional Training Strategies report concerns ‘work in progress’. All areas of the work are under review, though not all are subject to the same timetable. Moreover, all areas of the work are interconnected. The whole Church is called to share in God’s mission, and that mission is a task of practical theology. It calls for all – lay people, deacons and presbyters alike – to be well resourced in theological understanding and practical skill. This understanding is fundamental to connexional training strategies. It follows, both from these theoretical principles and from consideration of practical wisdom in the use of resources, that close interaction between lay and ministerial education and training should be encouraged. Theological education cannot be kept in a box labelled ‘ministerial’, and skills training cannot be kept in a box labelled ‘lay training’. This is not to deny, however, that each kind of ministry has its own needs in respect of formation. Work such as What is a Presbyter? (2002) and What is a Deacon? (2004), together now with Time to Talk of God, (to be found elsewhere in this Agenda) has provided a clarity about these needs which gives a strong foundation for a coherent and intentional strategy.

B
Areas under review

B.1
Review of ministerial training strategy

B.1.1
The Methodist Church’s criteria for ministerial training are well established: their development can be continuously traced in reports from The Making of Ministry (1996) onwards. They may be summed up as:

· Training should be ecumenical with an appropriate place for denominational identity.

· Training should be integrated: while the emphasis at first was on the  initial/continuing dimension of ministerial training, recent developments have included the lay/ordained dimension also.

· Training should offer flexibility (e.g. of timing, modes of delivery etc) within a coherent structure.

These principles are best embodied in the structures that we named Regional Theological Resource Centres and Networks (Connexional Training Strategies 1998), and that we subsequently believed were also to be realised in Regional Training Partnerships.

B.1.2
It has long been our hope that the future development of Methodist training for ministry in its broadest sense could be held entirely within the ecumenical framework proposed by the Church of England’s report Formation for Ministry within a Learning Church: The Structure and Funding of Ordination Training (the Hind Report) (2003). This is now looking more doubtful: the difficulties and questions are further explored below. Institutions are more and more feeling the strain of continuing uncertainty. Not all of this is due to Hind: possible changes to foundation training (see below) and continuing development in ministry (see the Report Growth in Ministry elsewhere in this Agenda), demographic and structural changes in the Methodist Church, rapid change in Church and society at large – all 

these factors play their part. The Training, Strategy and Resources Executive believes it likely that we shall have to make decisions about our future support and use of training institutions before all the RTPs are fully effective. We should not do anything that will make participation in an RTP more difficult, but we must respond appropriately to our own needs in shaping the training for which we are directly responsible.

B.1.3
TSRE has therefore set up a group to review our strategy in respect of ministerial training institutions. In preparation for the report Future Use and Configuration of Training Institutions (2002) institutions were asked to indicate the ways in which they would seek to meet connexional criteria for ministerial education. The new group will not ask institutions to undertake another criteria exercise but will build on those responses. It has only just begun its work, and is identifying the kinds of evidence it needs to examine. This will include: cost comparisons; sources of income; identifying particular resources, strengths and specialisms; consideration of the role of residential training. Training institutions will be fully involved in the process. Although the review is concerned with ministerial training, the question of resourcing the whole Church underlies its work.

B.1.4
The group has been asked to come up with specific proposals. This will take time: ideally they are needed for the Conference of 2006, but this may not be possible. An important factor, however, is the fact that 2006-07 is the last year of the five-year guaranteed funding period for ministerial training. It is therefore hoped to have sufficient clarity by the Conference of 2006 to indicate what kind of commitment will be asked for in the budget for 2007/8. It is hoped that future funding arrangements will be such as to give stability comparable to that of recent years: the commitment made by the Conference of 2001 has left the Methodist Church better placed than some to face the turbulent future. 

B.2
The Hind process

B.2.1
When the Hind Report was published in 2003 its proposals were welcomed by the Methodist Church which had been a full participant in the Report’s production. We were happy to see principles which we had espoused for several years being put forward by a Church with which we have significant partnership in ministerial education, and with which we additionally entered into the relationship of the Anglican-Methodist Covenant in 2003. We recognised that our response to the proposals would have to take into account the fact that we are a Church in three nations, but felt that the Report’s principles could make a helpful contribution to the development of our training structures in Wales and Scotland also. In 2005 our position on the principles of the Hind Report remains unchanged. We affirm the concept of Regional Training Partnerships in England, responsible for the planning and delivery of education, training and formation for all the Church’s ministries, lay and ordained. We hope for full ecumenical participation in RTPs. We look to integrate our existing provision into RTPs, welcoming the new opportunities that they will bring, while being aware of the challenges to our connexional structures with which we shall have to deal. The potential advance makes the effort worthwhile.

B.2.2
Nevertheless, the period since the publication of the Hind Report has seen considerable modifications to the original vision, and has thrown up serious problems. 

a) Whereas Hind envisaged that the Church of England would provide a degree of national funding for Education for Discipleship (EFD) and Continuing Ministerial Education (CME – in Methodist terminology, Continuing Development in Ministry or CDIM), General Synod subsequently declined to support these recommendations. These areas will therefore continue to be funded, as at present, by individual dioceses. 

b) As reported to the Conference of 2004, there was difficulty in reaching agreement about the boundaries of the RTPs in the North of England. That Conference affirmed its support for the original proposals for two RTPs, east and west of the Pennines. Following a series of ecumenical consultations, the Archbishop of York convened a meeting of northern bishops and partner Church leaders in December 2004. This meeting resolved on the setting up of two steering groups, one for the North-east and one for the North-west, but in terms that were interpreted by some as leaving other options open. The exact nature and relationship of the proposed RTPs in the North is still unclear, although agreement has been reached on two RTPs west of the Pennines. Although the Conference of 2004 supported the option of two RTPs for the whole of Northern England, it became clear as discussions progressed that this did not command support in the North-west itself. Methodism’s representatives in negotiations in the northern part of the North-west region are happy that the eventual outcome is in fact the best. If possible, the Conference will receive an update report in the Order Paper on the latest developments in the North of England.

c) The boundaries of the other RTPs were fairly quickly agreed, but the rate of progress towards the Hind goal (functioning RTPs by September 2007) has been very variable. In some cases the conflicting viewpoints and interests of different dioceses and institutions within an embryonic RTP have been major obstacles. Nevertheless, West Midlands and East Midlands have each appointed a facilitator and are making progress, and possible structures are beginning to emerge in the Eastern and South Central regions. Little progress has been made in Thames North, while the South-east and South-west have been beset with difficulties. In most regions one of the District Chairs has taken the lead in representing Methodism, in consultation with and sometimes with the presence of a connexional secretary.

d) A particular problem for Methodism has been the way that the Hind process has highlighted differences in ecclesiology between ourselves and the Church of England. It cannot be stressed too highly that when these differences have been recognised they have been tackled in a helpful and constructive way. The problem has more often lain with their being unrecognised. Fundamental to them is the fact that the weight of authority in Methodism lies with the Circuit and with the Conference: the weight of authority in the Church of England lies with the bishop in his diocese. Confusions resulting, for example, from our varying interpretations of the term ‘church leader’ have provided a vivid illustration of what it means to work out the Covenant in practice.

B.2.3
Despite the difficulties, strategic planning for training in Methodism remains linked to the development of RTPs. This is not simply a question of ecumenical, or even Covenant, commitment: it is because we believe the RTP model to be the right shape for Methodist education, formation and training for the whole Church.

B.3
Vocation

B.3.1
New patterns of lay and ordained ministry are emerging in Methodism. It is vital that those considering a call to ministry should have good information and encouragement. To this end the Formation in Ministry Office website is being developed to improve its function as a first point of entry for people beginning to explore vocation. It is hoped to develop other early-stage publicity material in due course.

B.4
Foundation Training

B.4.1
Since Foundation Training was introduced in 1999 it has provided a unique combination of vocational exploration and theological education. Where it has functioned well it has meant that students sponsored by the Methodist Church have been given theological resources for lay as well as ordained ministry. Unfortunately there have been difficulties in realising this far-seeing and imaginative project. In response to comments received, including memorials to the Conference, TSRE has set up a group to review Foundation Training. The group has met twice and has explored some possibilities, aiming to retain the benefits of Foundation Training while finding ways to overcome some of the problems. The next stage will be wide consultation with Circuits, Districts and training institutions. As part of this process a Symposium is planned for 8th-9th September, at which the nature of Foundation Training will be thoroughly explored. TSRE hopes to bring proposals to the Conference of 2006.

B.5
Pre-ordination training and probation

B.5.1
The concept of the ‘seamless robe’ of ministerial training is well established. Initial training will continue to be important, although it is vital (especially in a fast-changing world) to build on that training through the discipline and process of lifelong learning. The concept of ‘lifelong learning’ is both the theological foundation of discipleship and the appropriate response to the rapidly changing context of ministry. 

B.5.2
The transition from initial training to probation is of crucial importance in enabling a person to establish good learning habits and, in the new environment, to build on what was gained in the relatively protected situation of the training institution. The development of probationers’ appointments with an appropriate level of responsibility and proper supervision is crucial to this process, and each year’s stationing round sees further work in this area. But good linkage between the learning experiences of initial training and probation is also crucial in encouraging the probationer to see her/himself as an active learner. Because initial training curricula vary (although all are validated to deliver the outcomes that the Methodist Church requires) probationers may come into Circuit with widely varying training needs. At the same time the perception of these needs, and the often pressing requirements of a particular appointment, must be held within an overall educational framework that will encourage the development of a rounded diaconal or presbyteral habitus or mode of being.

B.5.3
For these reasons it is proposed to put a few stitches in the seamless robe (to mix the metaphor somewhat) at the point of transition between initial and probation studies. A new form is being trialled in two Districts this year which, it is hoped, may enable probationers to give their own view of their developmental needs on leaving initial training, and to use this assessment as the basis of discussions with their District Probationers’ Secretary. Such a procedure might be developed, if desired, to form the basis of a learning contract between the probationer, the Circuit and the District. It raises many questions, not least the provision of advice to probationers as to possible sources of training, and the funding of identified needs. The trial process should enable many of these questions to be identified and ways of addressing them to be developed.

***RESOLUTION

14/1.
The Conference receives the Report.

B.6
Content of pre-ordination training curriculum

B.6.1
The Conference of 2003 received the following as Memorial 81:

The North Lancashire Synod (R) (Present: 144. Vote: 136 for, 0 against), recognising the decline of Christian belief and attendance at worship, perceives the necessity and urgency for the Church at all levels to strive to make new Christians.

The Conference is requested to ensure that every student in training for the Methodist ministry receives instruction in contemporary evangelistic methodology. The Conference is further requested to remind theological colleges and training courses of the resources and experience available at Cliff College, and encourages them to seek guidance from Cliff in planning appropriate curricula.

Reply to the Conference of 2003

The Conference shares the concern of the North Lancashire District that the Church urgently strive to make new Christians, whilst urging that the true motive for evangelism must not be ‘the decline of Christian belief and attendance at worship’ but rather the love of God in Christ.  Evangelism is one of the four headings of the programme Our Calling, and the 2002 Conference adopted a series of resolutions connected with the Report on Evangelism and Evangelists in the Methodist Church, the means of implementing which are under discussion between the Formation in Ministry Office and the Secretary for Evangelism Policy and Church Planting in the Connexional Team. 

The Conference recognises that evangelism needs to be included in the training for discipleship of all Methodist members, and that those training for or already serving in ordained or authorised lay ministries in the Church need to be additionally trained in how to support and enable this for others as well as how to practise it themselves. The Conference commends the resources available at Cliff College to local churches, Circuits, District Synods, training and development officers, and training institutions.  It also notes that the Conference of 2002 adopted the Report  What is a Presbyter? which set out the core emphases of presbyteral ministry, and that the Conference of 2003 has before it the Selection Criteria for Ordained Ministry. In the light of these it will be possible in future years to address the issue of the benchmarks that are needed to identify what should be covered by some means or other in terms of knowledge, skills and formation in foundation training, pre-ordination training, probation, and the first three years following ordination. Such benchmarks would set the parameters for the highly skilled and professionally trained people, lay and ordained, who validate and inspect the courses offered by our training institutions.

The Conference therefore refers the Memorial to the Methodist Council for a further report in the light of the wider discussions on the curriculum by the Conference of 2005. 

B 6.2
Report to the Conference of 2005

The Methodist Church does not on the whole prescribe a curriculum for pre-ordination training either in terms of content or mode of delivery (the only exceptions are Safeguarding/Child protection and racial justice training). The institutions that we use to deliver pre-ordination training are validated against the criteria used throughout candidating and training, to be found in all the relevant Formation in Ministry papers. At each stage of training, particular outcomes are expected, and the ability of particular institutions to deliver the kind of training that Methodism requires can be assessed.

The criteria and outcomes are continually under scrutiny: as part of the ‘Hind’ process a sub-group has been examining curriculum and outcomes and making proposals for a framework to be adopted by the RTPs. TSRE is in dialogue with this sub-group as to the best way to relate Methodism’s existing outcomes to the new proposals.

Views such as those expressed in the Memorial and other suggested changes to the nature of pre-ordination training are routinely fed into the process of development by this route. In addition, TSRE has asked the training institutions strategy group to bear in mind the Church’s need for new forms and methods of ministry to serve its priorities, in which evangelism features prominently.

***RESOLUTION

14/2.
The Conference adopts the Report and adds to it s its further reply to Memorial M81(2003):


Evangelism and encouraging fresh ways of being Church are identified as key elements in Our Calling and Our Priorities material.  Consequently, the Conference directs that input and teaching on these priorities be normative in the training of people for ministry in the Methodist Church.


The Conference directs the TSRE to consider how this is to be implemented and make report to the Conference of 2006.


The Conference further directs the Formation in Ministry team to report to the Conference of 2006 in respect of the implementation of resolutions connected with the Report on Evangelism and Evangelists in the Methodist Church at the Conference of 2002.

B7
Ministerial stress

B7.1
The Conference of 2003 referred the following Notice of Motion 34 to the Methodist Council without debate:

1.
The Conference affirms our staff, ordained and lay, in all they offer to the life and mission of the Church, but notes that there appears however a growth in the number of staff needing time-off for stress and work-related illness, the length of time-off needed and the high numbers needing early retirement or becoming “Junior Supernumeraries.”

2.
The Conference notes the work done previously on this topic and other continuing work and directs that this be co-ordinated.

3.
The Conference directs that a new working party be formed to re-examine the work of previous relevant reports, such as “Ministers’ Health” (1995), on this issue, examining in particular the following issues:


(i)
Do some circuits and circuit appointments currently exert too much stress on our staff?


(ii)
Do some individuals, in working out their own understanding of calling (lay or ordained), need protecting from taking onto themselves too much and thus adding to their own stress?


(iii)
Does the practice of our staff and the connexion give a good model to the many vital volunteers with whom they work in the local church and beyond?

4.
The Conference directs that, with proper regard to issues of confidentiality, the causes of this stress and long-term illness can be examined and where possible addressed.

5.
Finally, the Conference directs that there should be a provision for final report to the Conference of 2005, where informed judgements can be made and appropriate measures taken.

B7.2
Report to the Conference of 2005

Preliminary work has been undertaken in this area. Given that a considerable body of research already exists into ministerial stress in general, the Ministerial Committee concluded that the best way to proceed would be (1) to draw together such research and (2) to commission a specific piece of research relevant to Methodism in particular. The Revd Professor Leslie Francis has expressed his willingness to help relate the project to the considerable volume of work already undertaken through the University of Bangor.  The Methodist Council will oversee the progress of this work and appropriate follow-up actions.

***RESOLUTION

14/3.
The Conference receives the Report.

C.
Local Preachers’ Mutual Aid Association

During the past year, the final steps have been completed to establish the Leaders of Worship and Preachers Trust (LWPT) as the successor to the Methodist Local Preachers Mutual Aid  Association (LPMA).  The new trust, which has a wider remit to support the ministry of preachers and leaders of worship, will provide valuable and complementary support to that offered through the Connexional Team, Districts and Circuits.  It has been brought into being thanks to the dedicated work of a small steering group and with the overwhelming endorsement of the members of LPMA.  As a consequence of the new arrangements, the current Standing Order 170 is no longer required.

***RESOLUTIONS

14/4.
The Conference gives thanks to God for the life and ministry of the Methodist Local Preachers Mutual Aid Association and those who have served it with great dedication over the years, and offers its prayerful support and encouragement for the newly-established Leaders of Worship and Preachers Trust.

14/5.
The Conference deletes Standing Order 170 (Local Preachers Mutual Aid Association) with effect from 1st September 2005.

14/6.
The Conference amends Standing Order 650(6)(iv) as follows: ‘the support of the Methodist Local Preachers Mutual Aid Association Leaders of Worship and Preachers Trust.’


