50.
Zimbabwe Reference Group (ZRG) Report 

Introduction: The Methodist Council, meeting on the 7th-8th April 2005, received a report from the Zimbabwe Reference Group established by Notice of Motion 17 of the 2004 Conference. It thanked the ZRG for its work. It noted the wide range of perspectives and very differing convictions found within the Group as to the appropriate stance for the British Methodist Church to take towards Zimbabwe and, with the ZRG, recognised that these differences are also to be found in a number of Districts and Circuits across the Connexion.  The Council therefore agreed that, in consultation with the Conference Business Committee, plans be made for the report of the Zimbabwe Reference Group (adapted in the light of the discussion at the Council) to be included in the Conference Agenda and that a general discussion at the Conference should be facilitated based on that report.  It noted also that some relevant Memorials had been received.

The report follows.

1.
Resolutions on Zimbabwe at the Conference of 2004

1.1
The Zimbabwe Reference Group was established by Notice of Motion 17 at the Loughborough Conference: 

“The Conference directs that a Zimbabwe Reference Group be set up to be convened by the Co-ordinating Secretary for Unity in Mission.  The membership of the Group shall be representative of the different perspectives held by Methodists in Britain and Zimbabwe.  The purpose of the group shall be kept under regular review by the Joint Secretaries Group [i.e. the General Secretary and the Co-ordinating Secretaries].  The Group shall report, when appropriate, to the Conference through the Methodist Council. 

The terms of reference for the Group shall be to:

1. be open to information from all perspectives about the situation in Zimbabwe;

2. support the Connexional Team in its responsibility to sustain relationships with the Methodist Church Zimbabwe;

3. support the Connexional Team in sharing information about Zimbabwe with the whole Connexion; and 

4. keep under review the channels through which support may be given to the churches and people of Zimbabwe.

This work will be done within existing budgets.” 

1.2
Before this Notice of Motion was adopted the Conference adopted, without significant debate, the reply to Memorial 34 from the East Anglia Synod about the situation in Zimbabwe. That reply stands as the considered view of the Conference on the situation in Zimbabwe. It “condemned the abuse of human rights in Zimbabwe”, took a “stand against all forms of political violence” and commended “all those Church leaders and members who have spoken and acted courageously against repression and those who have worked hard to bring about talks for a peaceful resolution”.

1.3
Another Notice of Motion (15) was debated but it was agreed that the vote be not put. This would have recognised the involvement of British Methodism in former colonial injustice in Africa, and the sin of not speaking out against injustice, and would have encouraged a strong commitment to refugees in South Africa and impoverished people in Zimbabwe. 

2.
Meetings of the ZRG, 2004-2005

2.1
The ZRG has met on three occasions. 

2.2
At its second meeting the ZRG agreed that it should send a report to the Methodist Council. It was clear that, on some issues, there was a division of opinion and conviction and the Group could not always speak with a united voice.  This was particularly true of the underlying issue of concern: the extent to which the Methodist Church in Britain should be more forthright in its public stance concerning human rights violations in Zimbabwe. 

2.3.1
At its first meeting (4th November 2004) the morning session of the Group was given over to a video presentation by The Revd Dr Martine Stemerick following her recent visit to Zimbabwe.  This was acknowledged by all to be a powerful presentation.

2.3.2
The afternoon session was devoted to a discussion of the Area Secretary’s report of his recent visit to Zimbabwe.  Unfortunately some members of the Group could only be given this report at the meeting because their names had only been submitted to the World Church Office during the week of the meeting. So they were not in a position to comment.  Others within the Group welcomed much of the information contained within the report but felt it distorted the reality of life in Zimbabwe today and that it lacked any moral evaluation of abuses detailed in the report.  Others judged the report to be broadly realistic, recognising the different contexts and points of view within Zimbabwe.

2.3.4
The question of confidentiality was raised and it was evident that Zimbabwean members of the Group felt very vulnerable and somewhat intimidated about openly declaring their feelings. They feared possible reprisals for family in Zimbabwe were they to be outspoken in the meeting.  Strict confidentiality was agreed.

2.3.5
The Group was united in affirming its support for:

Dr Charles Mugaviri as Presiding Bishop designate;

the continued financial support given to the Methodist Church Zimbabwe in various ways, including stipend support and a grant to the Zimbabwe Defence and Aid Fund.  

2.4.1
The second meeting of the Group (10th January 2005) took place against the background of considerable changes within the Methodist Church Zimbabwe.
2.4.2
Dr Mugarviri had been suspended by the Standing Committee of the Methodist Church Zimbabwe a week before he was due to be inducted as Presiding Bishop.  Great concern was expressed within the Group at this action and what had led up to it.  Whether or not it was constitutional in terms of the Methodist Church Zimbabwe constitution was disputed. All within the Group were concerned that, constitutional or not, it seemed to contravene natural justice.  The Zimbabwe Conference will decide its response to the action.  

2.4.3
All members of ZRG declared their support for The Revd Margaret James who had been appointed acting Presiding Bishop.  They noted and approved her determination to resolve the contentious issues leading to the suspension of Dr Mugaviri.

2.4.4
A majority within the Group expressed opposition to the NGO Bill which was presently going through the Zimbabwe parliament.   There was anxiety about its negative impact on human rights organisations, the distribution of food aid and on the ongoing work of the Churches.

2.4.5
The Group also expressed concern for the well-being of Zimbabwean refugees in South Africa and for Zimbabwean migrants and asylum seekers in the UK.  It urged support be given to those suffering in both instances.

2.5.1
At its third meeting (21st March 2005) the Group:

was unanimous in expressing concern about a developing shortage of food in Zimbabwe; it was agreed that food aid was a priority and urged that support be given to efforts of the Methodist Church, Christian Aid and other agencies to ensure that food supplies be channelled to meet the needs of Zimbabweans;

received and considered a letter from the Acting Presiding Bishop of the Methodist Church Zimbabwe.

2.5.2
The Group welcomed such “official” communication regarding matters of ongoing concern within the Methodist Church Zimbabwe.  The letter itself occasioned a considerable debate.

3.
How should the Methodist Church in Britain speak?

3.1
The thread running through all these discussions was whether the Methodist Church in Britain should speak out publicly on what were admitted by a majority within the Group to be evident violations of human rights by the Zimbabwean Government.  Members of the ZRG have not reached a common mind on this question.

3.2
Some within the ZRG believed that to ‘go public’ would be counter-productive and possibly endanger lives within Zimbabwe.  Being outspoken merely gives the regime an excuse to engage in reprisals.  They regard an ongoing internal dialogue with the Methodist Church Zimbabwe as being the right way to move forward.  They argued that our partnership relationship with the Methodist Church Zimbabwe constrains what we may say and do publicly, especially in the light of the Methodist Church Zimbabwe request that we should only do and say what is helpful.

3.3
Others within the ZRG continue to advocate that the Methodist Church in Britain should speak out against acknowledged abuses (violations of human rights).  Truthfulness and integrity require a “prophetic” as well as an empathetic and reconciling response.  The two are not mutually exclusive responses.  Such prophetic statements would encourage and support those within Zimbabwe who are courageously combating abuse and would witness to a tradition enshrined within the Scriptures and the ethos of Methodism.  It is noted that the Methodist Church in Britain has not hesitated to speak prophetically on international issues apart from Zimbabwe.  They held that a partnership relationship should not preclude the exercise of such a prophetic ministry, especially in the light of voices within Zimbabwe calling for such a response.

3.4
The meetings of the ZRG have not resolved this basic question.  The Group is united in a concern to do what is best for the people and the Church in Zimbabwe and welcomes and affirms the supportive action taken by the Methodist Church in Britain in many areas.  There is a continuing division of conviction within the Group as to whether the Methodist Church in Britain should be publicly explicit in its condemnation of human rights violations in Zimbabwe.

3.5
The ZRG believes that the strong difference of conviction to be found in the Group is also to be found in a number of Districts and Circuits across the Connexion.  
4.
How the Methodist Church in Britain has engaged with the Zimbabwe crisis 

4.1
The Methodist Church in Britain has engaged with the deepening crises in Zimbabwe in several clear ways in recent years through Conference resolutions  and the work of the Connexional Team (especially the World Church Office [WCO] and the Secretary for International Affairs as well as MRDF). 

4.2
By acting act in solidarity with the Methodist Church Zimbabwe as a Partner Church 


The Methodist Church in Britain and Methodist Church Zimbabwe have regular communication, receive representatives at each other’s Conferences and long-term Mission Partners to work in each other’s churches. The Methodist Church in Britain also agrees major grants to support Methodist Church Zimbabwe work.  For example, the World Church Committee has this year agreed support for ministerial training, stipend support and schools.  The WCO is negotiating for a Methodist Church Zimbabwe minister to work with the Zimbabwe Fellowship in Britain.  Church responses to political and economic crises were debated at different levels in the Methodist Church in Britain during 2004; these resolutions and the Conference Memorial and reply arising from these debates were all presented to the leadership of the Methodist Church Zimbabwe in face-to-face meeting; the details of the debate in the British Conference was circulated to members of the Methodist Church Zimbabwe Conference. 

4.3 
Through support to those confronting humanitarian crises and human rights violations 


Some programmes are run by the Methodist Church Zimbabwe, others ecumenically.  In recent years these amount to tens of thousands of pounds. There is, for example, a Children’s Outreach Programme jointly supported by the Fund for World Mission, NCH, the Methodist Church Zimbabwe, and the Methodist Church of Southern Africa (MCSA). This enhances the capacity of the Methodist Church Zimbabwe and MCSA to address severe and widespread child vulnerability, especially related to HIV/AIDS. There is also emergency food support throughout the Methodist Church Zimbabwe; the Ecumenical Support Services pastoral visit to refugees in Johannesburg and assistance in disseminating their ‘Kairos’ documents; support for MCSA work with Zimbabwean refugees in Botswana and SA; and a large grant to the Zimbabwe Defence and Aid Fund (ZDAF) to support legal and other costs of those subjected to human rights abuses.  The Methodist Relief and Development Fund is also significantly involved. 

4.4 
Seeking to understand and engage with the Churches’ responses to the political crisis 


This is done through denominational and ecumenical partnerships e.g. the Southern Africa Group (SAG) of the Churches’ Commission on Mission and the International Affairs Group (IAG) of CTBI where reports on visits and meetings with stakeholders are shared.  The SAG has, for example, received representatives of civil society such as the Zimbabwe Crisis Coalition and Church leaders such as Archbishop Pius Ncube.   SAG and IAG members visit Church and political leaders across the spectrum as well as grassroots projects.  They are closely linked to the Zimbabwe, South Africa, all Africa and World Councils of Churches.  SAG receives food situation reports from the international NGOs group providing food aid in Zimbabwe.  These networks enhance our capacity, for example, to support ZDAF.  With them we have lobbied the Southern African Development Council and African Union leaders about Zimbabwe election processes and proposed NGO restrictions.  The Methodist Council in February 2004 discussed and disseminated the Methodist Church Zimbabwe’s statement on the crisis. 

4.5 
By agreeing statements to express and guide Methodist understanding and action 

4.5.1
The Conference in 2003 resolved to support people and churches and continue practical assistance through Methodism; to listen carefully and speak out when appropriate in consultation with the Methodist Church Zimbabwe; to remember Zimbabwe people in song and prayer.  

4.5.2
The Conference in 2004 resolved  to appreciate the Methodist Church Zimbabwe statement on the crisis; to appeal for breaking of political deadlocks; to pray for Zimbabwe; to maintain partnership and support grant aid; to stand against political violence; to condemn human rights abuses; to recognise the legacy of land rights conflict; and to commend those acting courageously against repression and those working for a peaceful resolution of these issues.  The Conference in 2004 also established the ZRG. 

4.5.3
Extensive consultation over the years with Methodist and ecumenical leaders in Zimbabwe, South Africa and Britain has overwhelmingly supported the actions listed above and asked MCB to be extremely careful not to make media statements which could rebound on church members especially in unprotected rural areas and which would be politically counter productive.  We have been asked as much as possible to work through Southern African partners. 

***RESOLUTIONS

50/1.
The Conference receives the Report.

50/2.
The Conference thanks the members of the Zimbabwe Reference Group for their work.
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