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Recommendation 7 of the 2007 Conference report Senior Leadership in the Methodist Church (Agenda, pp. 86-110) reads:

The Connexional Leadership Team be requested to arrive at specific proposals which will ensure that from September 2008 an effective Connexional Leadership Team is in operation, and that a Standing Order be created defining the purpose of the Connexional Leadership Team.

(The form in which this recommendation was adopted by the Conference is discussed in paragraph 7.7 below.)

The following report summarises work done by a sub-group of the Connexional Leadership Team (CLT) and the CLT itself on a number of occasions in 2006-7 and 2007-8, as it has reflected on its developing self-understanding over the past four years.  The report has also been discussed and endorsed in this form by the Methodist Council.

1  Starting-point
The current CLT came into being in the autumn of 2003.  Its membership comprises the Presidency (President and Vice-President, ex-President and ex-Vice-President, President Designate and Vice-President Designate), the District Chairs, the Warden of the Methodist Diaconal Order, the chair of the Strategy & Resources Committee, the Co-ordinating Secretaries and the General Secretary.  It meets three times a year: from lunchtime on one day to lunchtime the following day in October and April; and for the inside of a day in January.  Two of its three meetings are attached to meetings of the District Chairs.

2  Varieties of Leadership

Within the CLT there is a recognition of and a respect for the diverse and complementary responsibilities given to each member by the Conference:

The Presidency: leadership of the whole connexion, with the special responsibilities of presiding at the Conference and exercising a ministry of visitation to the constituent parts of the connexion and beyond (SO 110);

The Co-ordinating Secretaries (from 2008, the Connexional Team Secretaries): collective leadership of the Connexional Team under the direction of the General Secretary (SO 304);

The District Chairs: leading the districts (SO 424);

The Warden of the Diaconal Order: leading the Order (SO 754(2));

The chair of the Strategy & Resources Committee: leading the preparation of strategic policies for consideration by the Church’s governance bodies (SO 213);

The General Secretary/Secretary of the Conference: as Secretary of the Conference, acting as laid down on behalf of the Conference and encouraging good governance in all parts of the connexion (SO 114(1)); as General Secretary, leading the mission and strategy of the Church, being responsible for developing strategic management and the Church’s vision of unity, mission, evangelism and worship, and leading and directing the Connexional Leadership Team (SO 300(2) and (2A)).

3  The underlying ambition of the CLT
The underlying ambition is to create, sustain and develop among the senior connexional leaders of the Church a culture and ethos of collegiality and collaboration, mutual sharing, mutual accountability, trust, loyalty, effective communication and reliable good practice.  This is to be expressed in all interactions with one another, where two or three such leaders are working together on a matter or where all 50 or so members of the CLT are together in one place.  Such a stance brings coherence and strength to the diverse connexional leadership roles to which the Conference appoints people directly.

The CLT enables the Church’s connexional leaders to encounter one another as human beings and as Christian disciples.  Inevitably, in all their interactions, each member also brings to bear their representative role and the perspectives of the constituencies, in Church and society, which the Church has called them to serve.

In a significant sense, therefore, the CLT is a network, which occasionally gathers together to develop all that is entailed in nurturing the ‘underlying ambition’.

4  Proposal for a revised name

For those occasions when the Church’s connexional leaders come together, the word ‘team’ is misleading in the phrase ‘Connexional Leadership Team’ if (as is right) ‘team’ implies a disciplined group working together and for each other to a single common purpose under a clearly defined leadership and management structure.  Our preferred self-designation when we meet is Connexional Leaders’ Forum (CLF), i.e. a gathering of connexional leaders who all serve the Methodist Church but in manifestly diverse roles and who contribute openly and confidently for the benefit of the Church as a whole their different perspectives and experiences.  This revised designation better encapsulates the self-understanding of the group and reduces possible misunderstandings in the wider Church about its role. (On the relation of ‘leaders’ and ‘leadership’, see further section 7 below.)  

5  When the Forum assembles, the major emphases are:

5.1 Relationship-building: developing mutual trust; building mutual support; developing relationships through face to face encounters; helping each other in practical ways; encouraging one another to reflect on what God is doing in the Church and in society; conferring together to discern where God’s Spirit is leading the Church; networking intensively and flexibly; sharing perspectives on issues of common concern to the whole Church; galvanising and encouraging one another as leaders; growing in sensitivity to the different periods in the year when various constituencies in the Forum are especially busy; enabling one another to grow in faith.

5.2  In all the above, high value is placed on careful listening to one another, on honesty, on speaking personally (as well as representatively) and on respecting absolutely matters shared in confidence.

5.3  Relational themes (widely interpreted) are in particular facilitated within the Forum by:


significant time being allocated to prayer and worship together;

significant time being allocated to small confidential groups for reflection; listening and mutual support (with each group embodying as far as possible the several diverse groupings in the CLF as a whole). 

5.4  Working out ‘what works’ (especially when we help each other in a culture of trust).  The principal aspects of this are:

5.4.1  Given a policy for the whole Church has been adopted by the Conference or the Council, making it work in practice – e.g. 

by clarifying and absorbing deeply the guiding vision which has inspired a change of policy or a new policy;

by sharing good practice across the connexion;

by agreeing the ways in which the Team and the Districts need to work together (with their various responsibilities clarified and lines of communication made effective);

by talking through any difficulties that may be emerging; and 

by agreeing a timescale and procedures for accountability back to a governance body.

(This approach is currently being developed in a thoroughgoing way in support of Mapping a Way Forward: Re-grouping for Mission.)

5.4.2  When a possible Church-wide policy is in the process of being drafted or is evolving (but before it is presented to the Council or the Conference for adoption), pondering together its possible advantages and snags, i.e. looking at its possible implications in practice (including potential unintended consequences).  Beneath this lies a positive intention: if Church policy needs to change or new policy must be agreed, let it be the best it can be for wide ownership in the Church and straightforward implementation once it is agreed.

Of course, the exploration of draft policy proposals routinely stimulates vigorous conversations among leaders!  By their vocation, leaders often identify alternative paths to achieve the desired goals.  And by robust challenges to draft proposals, they expose unexamined questions or create significant improvements in what is proposed or signal risks or hazards that might not otherwise be noticed.  Such honest and open investigation, in a group seeking what is best for the Church and its mission, is an important service the CLF offers to the development of policy proposals even before they come before a governance body for debate and decision.

5.5  Envisaging options for the future life of the Church.  Important new ideas about the Church’s life, worship and mission may emerge at any place in the Church.  Such is the way God’s Spirit blows among God’s people.  In a similar way, new initiatives may be taken in any particular place which may stimulate the Church to see mission-opportunities of a comparable kind in many other and different contexts.

In the light of this general openness to creativity and innovation in the Church, connexional leaders have three responsibilities:

5.5.1  Themselves to be open to seeing things differently or to glimpsing new possibilities for the Church’s life: this might be God’s gift at any time and place, and should normally be expected in the CLF itself.  New thoughts and hints of new ideas may emerge in conversations and discussions, which may merit further work and reflection.

5.5.2  To bring to CLF imaginative ideas or practical experiments which they have come across somewhere or other in the Church and which cry out to be brought to the attention of the CLF as a whole.  

5.5.3  To ensure that the Connexional Team, in following through its proposals to develop innovative thinking by a project method, is alerted to new issues or bright ideas (whether initially well-formed or only sketchily glimpsed).

6  Some practical procedures and arrangements

The following are examples of what helps the CLF to create the ethos and tone which promise to maximise its effectiveness and empowers all its members to make a contribution.  The CLF: 

6.1  Must acknowledge the complexity of the dynamic in a large group where one constituency (in this case, the District Chairs) inevitably dominates numerically.  (A simple practical discipline to mitigate the potential difficulties here is this: the CLF always precedes the Chairs’ Meeting [and the Stationing Matching Group, in January] when the two meetings are held in succession.)

6.2  Works in small groups as well as in plenary Forum, and sometimes asks a small group to act during or between meetings of the Forum.

6.3  Sometimes uses a skilled facilitator.

6.4  Will organise training together (e.g. on leadership or the management of change).

6.5  Will constantly remind itself that the CLF is not a governance group; nor should it stray into the management of people or issues that are the responsibility of appointed people or groups in the life of the Church.

6.6  Will be clear about its accountability to a governance group: e.g. it reports, through the General Secretary, to the next following meeting of the Methodist Council.

7  Membership

7.1  At the 2007 Conference, concern was expressed about the small number of lay people in the current CLT.  This concern needs a context in which it can be responded to appropriately.  The most fruitful context is likely to be reflection on ‘Leaders and Leadership’.

7.2  Right through the connexion there is a double challenge:

7.2.1  On the one hand, the challenge of leaders offering one another encouragement, leaders developing in confidence, leaders testing out ideas and procedures with one another, leaders developing a spirituality which enables them to be open prayerfully to the inspiration of the Spirit.

7.2.2  On the other hand, the challenge of the exercise of collective leadership within and for a governance body.

7.3  At circuit level, the presbyters, deacons and lay employees of the circuit meet together in the ‘staff meeting’ to fulfil 7.2.1 (see SO 523); whereas the circuit leadership team (i.e. the circuit staff, the circuit stewards and others appointed by the circuit meeting) provide executive leadership to and on behalf of the circuit meeting, thus fulfilling 7.2.2.

7.4  At district level, 7.2.1 is delivered typically by the regular meetings the Chair has with superintendents and with circuit stewards from around the district; 7.2.2 is achieved through the District Policy Committee (by whatever name) to and on behalf of the district synod.

7.5  At connexional level, the CLF is analogous to the circuit staff meeting or the district meetings of particular officers.  (To make clear that it is a gathering of leaders for mutual support, inspiration and consultation towards good practice, the revised name of the group is Connexional Leaders’ Forum; it is not a leadership group, as referred to in 7.2.2.) 

7.6  It is to be noted here that in all the examples of leaders meeting together (to fulfil 7.2.1), the meetings are not well ‘balanced’ as measured against the ambitions the Church has for governance bodies – a typical circuit staff meeting, like the meeting in each district of the District Chair with the superintendents, is overwhelmingly presbyteral; while, in the case of a Chair meeting the circuit stewards across the district, it is overwhelmingly lay.  For the purposes for which they meet (see 7.2.1, fleshed out in the case of the CLF in 5.1-3 above)) this ‘imbalance’ is not an in-principle problem, even though such meetings are enriched by as much diversity (of gender, age, ethnicity and theological conviction, for example) as is achievable.  [It is, of course, a very different matter in groups where decisions are made, e.g. in a circuit meeting, a district synod, the Methodist Council and the Conference: here urgent attention must be given to change whenever a governance group fails to be in any recognisable sense a representative body.]

7.7  In the light of these reflections, the CLF reports here on its review of its membership.

7.7.1  Notice of Motion (NM) 102  (2007) invited the CLT, as it was then named, to increase its lay contribution.  Doubtless the framers of the motion had in mind that the CLT would act as a leadership group (as in 7.2.2); in which case indeed it would be imperative to develop a much better balance between lay and ordained (not to mention other ‘balances’).  In the light of the NM, the Conference amended Resolution 7 of the Senior Leadership report (see the introduction to this report above) to include the words ‘and constitution (having particular regard to increasing lay contributions)’ between ‘the purpose’ and ‘of the CLT’ (DR 2007, 7/20/5).

7.7.2  If, however, as is argued in this report, the CLF (to use its revised name) is a forum of leaders meeting to fulfil 7.2.1, the ‘balance’ of lay and ordained becomes much less of an urgent issue.

7.7.3  So the question posed by NM 102 perhaps needs to be reframed like this: Are there other connexional leaders appointed by the Conference whose functioning would benefit by their being invited to attend the CLF? 

7.7.4  The suggestions trailed in NM 102 were these: the Connexional Treasurer, Youth President, Chair of the Stationing Committee, Chair of the Stationing Matching Group, Chair of the Methodist Council.  In addition, the NM requested consideration to be given to Vice-Presidents serving for 6 years rather than 3.

7.7.5  There are pragmatic considerations about limiting the numbers attending the CLF.  Are there other considerations which might illuminate the regular membership of CLF?  An important criterion could be that CLF members, all of whom are direct Conference appointees, should normally have a wide-ranging ministry covering many aspects of the Church’s worship and mission (rather than, say, a specific responsibility for one aspect of the Church’s life or a particular constituency).  It could be further argued that among such people, those who have to be in touch with one another on a regular basis to be able to fulfil their various ministries should constitute the core membership of CLF.  The draft Standing Order below crystallises the outcome of these reflections.

7.7.6  A Forum, by definition, is a much more flexible grouping than a meeting with a constitution.  Thus, an appropriate response to the developing self-understanding of the network/Forum and to NM 102 is to propose a Forum with more ‘porous boundaries’, so that invitations could routinely be given to at least part of the Forum meetings to the Conference officers mentioned in 7.7.4, as the agenda of CLF suggests.

8 Agenda setting

The current practice is for the General Secretary to convene a telephone conference with the Chair and Secretary of the Chairs’ Meeting and one Co-ordinating Secretary, to plan each meeting of what will be the CLF.  Greater clarity would be helpful about how issues and concerns in the wider membership of the CLF can be channelled through to this sub-group, or to the General Secretary, in a timely way.  There is also the subtle issue of what matters are best dealt with in the CLF and in the Chairs’ Meeting: the General Secretary and the Chair of the Chairs’ Meeting usually agree what goes where.  (The General Secretary is also in attendance at the Chairs’ Meeting, so there is a clear linkage between the two agendas).

NOTE For the information of the Conference, the purpose of the District Chairs’ Meeting can be expressed like this – thus clarifying the distinction between the Chairs’ Meeting and the Connexional Leaders’ Forum, but also their close connection to each other: 

The purpose of the District Chairs’ Meeting is for the District Chairs to take counsel together on matters of shared concern in pursuit of their common ministry in the districts and connexion, to develop good practice throughout the districts, to ensure suitable induction processes for newly designated chairs, to provide for their own continuing development in ministry and to identify matters to be referred to the Connexional Team or to the governance bodies of the Church for joint exploration or for decision. 

9  The rhythm of the connexional year

The current pattern of CLT/CLF is arbitrary, in the sense that it has proved most efficient to link meetings of the CLT/CLF to meetings of the Chairs, on two occasions in the year.  During the lifetime of the CLT so far, the number and timings of the meetings of the Methodist Council have changed.  Now that the Council has settled down to a pattern of three meetings per year, it would be wise in the not too distant future, to look again at the best timings for the CLF and the Chairs’ Meetings, so that there may be appropriate contributions from them to the work of the Council and appropriate attention can be given to issues arising from the decision-making of the Council.  The time available for CLF and for Chairs’ Meetings also merits review.

10  A Standing Order for the CLF

The Conference in 2007 received an indicative Standing Order for what was then still named the Connexional Leadership Team  (Agenda, pp. 109-110).  It is the basis for what is now proposed, in which there are also echoes of SO 523.  (This Standing Order is printed here, to complete this report.  It is repeated in section 44 of the Agenda [Standing Order Changes], where the Conference will be invited to adopt it).

The Connexional Leaders’ Forum

(1)
Leaders appointed by the Conference to exercise oversight in particular bodies or spheres of responsibility shall work together collegially in the oversight of the whole Church.  The leaders listed in (2) below shall meet together as often as practicable to watch over one another in love in order to support each person in the exercise of his or her particular responsibilities, to engage in prayerful theological reflection, to share insights and develop vision, and to confer about how the vision and policies adopted by the Conference might be implemented in the Church.

(2) The Connexional Leaders’ Forum shall consist of:

(i) the General Secretary;

(ii) the Presidency as defined in Standing Order 110(2);

(iii) the District Chairs;

(iv) the Warden of the Methodist Diaconal Order;

(v) the Connexional Team Secretaries as defined in Standing Order 304;

(vi) the chair of the Methodist Council;

(vii) the chair of the Strategy & Resources Committee;

(viii) the chair of the Stationing Committee;

(ix) the Youth President.

(3) Other persons appointed by the Conference to fulfil connexional duties shall be invited to form part of the Forum on particular occasions, as appropriate.

***RESOLUTIONS

32/1.
The Conference receives the Report.

32/2.
The Conference resolves that the Connexional Leadership Team be henceforth called the Connexional Leaders’ Forum (paragraph 4).

32/3.
The Conference endorses the underlying ambition (paragraph 3) and the major emphases (paragraph 5) of the Connexional Leaders’ Forum.
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