48.
Stationing Review Group

1.
INTRODUCTION

1.1
Preface

1.1.1
We have pleasure in presenting the report and recommendations of the Stationing Review Group (SRG) set up by Conference 2006: our membership is listed in Appendix 1. 

1.1.2
The SRG has undertaken its task in a thoroughly consultative way through an extensively published questionnaire in late 2006, workshops at Conference 2007 (which 90 representatives attended) and a connexion-wide series of regional and district meetings in early 2008 (in which just over 1000 people shared) in order to discern and discuss issues and test out recommendations. Further details of these consultations are given in Appendix 2. We express our immense gratitude to everyone who so willingly arranged and participated in all of these consultations.

1.1.3
We received, read and considered all submissions from groups and individuals. It will come as no surprise that feelings ran deep and strong on many issues, and that some views were polarised at extremes. There has been much positive stimulus and robust debate. Everyone was encouraged to have their say, and if your particular view is not reflected, it does not mean that it was not heard: realistically we cannot please all. We have amended both the text and recommendations of earlier draft reports, listening carefully to what has been said and sometimes changing direction and emphasis.

1.1.4
The SRG now offers its final recommendations taking into account, dissecting, analysing and repackaging all the evidence received and presents them to the Conference for consideration and approval. We are aware that some are long term, some medium term and some immediate: wherever possible, implementation timescales are given. We refer many recommendations to other bodies, to be pursued in the most appropriate ways of their choosing and perhaps by delegation to sub-groups, such as for example, stationing regions. In the case of those referred to the Connexional Leadership Team, we urge that our recommendations become a central part of its 2008-09 agenda. We always outline the proposed means of implementation in the text, and where appropriate, in the recommendation itself. The SRG is willing to give whatever support it can during the next year to facilitate the further work.   

1.1.5
Note on evidence: we assure the Conference that where we claim evidence for our statements, we have received it from extensive feedback at different stages: to save space, detailed statistics and analysis are not given.   

1.1.6
Notes on terminology: (1) we have used the word “we” to refer to the Stationing Review Group (SRG), unless it is clearly evident in the context that we mean something or someone else; (2) we have used the words ‘presbyter’ and ‘deacon’ deliberately to distinguish them and the word 


‘minister’ when we do mean both; (3) we have used the phrase Connexional Leadership Team, recognising that Conference may amend it to Connexional Leaders’ Forum with effect from September 2008.

1.2
Remit
1.2.1
The SRG took its remit from the Stationing Committee Report in the Conference 2006 Agenda (pp 415-417), as approved by the Conference, plus other specific terms of reference given to us, as summarised below.

· Shortfall of presbyters from circuits’ perceived requirements: paragraph 13 (of Conference 2006 Agenda) 

· Future of itinerancy and issue of district/regional focus: paragraph 14(i)

· Stationing procedures and whether stationing should be annual: paragraph 14(ii)

· Identifying and developing potential for lay and ordained leadership: paragraph 14(iii)

· Remoulding circuit and district structures: paragraph 14(iv)

· Closer ecumenical collaboration in deployment: paragraph 14(v)

· Developing lay and ordained partnership: paragraph 14(vi)

· Ministry in rural areas: paragraph 16/6 and Conference 2004 resolution 25/1(b)

· Process for appointing district chairs: Conference 2004 memorial 5

· Proposal for six-month vacancies: Conference 2006 memorial 19.

1.2.2
In approaching these issues, other factors became apparent that we could not ignore. In our report to Conference 2007
 we used the iceberg metaphor: above the water there is an evident stationing problem, but concealed underwater there are many more complex and related issues that come into sharp focus during the stationing process.

1.2.3
We have been counselled in roughly equal measure that our recommendations are not radical enough and too radical. ‘Politics is the art of the possible’, as the late R A Butler reflected in his delightfully modest autobiography: we have sought to push as far as we believe the Conference will accept on behalf of the Church, being neither too timid nor too aggressive, but pragmatic. We resist any accusation of overstepping our remit on the grounds that had we not explored issues in some breadth and depth we would have produced superficial, indeed irrelevant, solutions. For example, in addressing issues relating to partnership in mission and ministry, we would have been remiss not to encompass the roles of both lay and ordained and within the latter, presbyters and deacons.        


In all this, we believe that we have not lost the thrust of the original driving issue.

1.2.4
During the consultations we undertook it was often drawn to our attention that we seemed to neglect certain dimensions of mission and ministry by highlighting others, for example, focusing on rural ministry as if urban and city centre ministry are less important. We underline that these situations arose as a result of our remit, not through our choice, and we infer no priority of one above the other.     

1.3
Starting point

1.3.1
The SRG believes that it would not have been commissioned if there were not a perceived shortage of presbyters, as evidenced by the difficulties experienced by the Stationing Matching Group in recent years. In round numbers, by the turn of each calendar year, there have been 40 to 50 unfilled stations: these are then partly filled through the diligence of the Stationing Action Group that operates between January and the Conference each year. 


The long-term forecasts made by the Stationing Committee have indicated that this situation is unlikely to improve, perhaps will deteriorate, and hence precipitated this review.

1.3.2
Stepping back from the annual details, it is useful to reflect on the macro situation in terms of supply of and demand for presbyters. Given, inter alia, the disparate nature of the Methodist Church’s decision-making, the acceptance of all suitable candidates (there is no cap on numbers) and the prevailing demographic features of the 1750 or so active presbyters at any time, it is surprising that the supply and demand remain so closely in balance. For some years, it has been apparent that demand has exceeded supply but by only a small percentage: put crudely, balance will be restored by increasing supply, reducing demand or both. Moreover, it may be that a shortage is easier to manage than a surplus – where would they go and who would fund them?

1.3.3
Indeed, it is virtually impossible to estimate the quantitative effect that any single recommendation will have on the balance of supply and demand. This is not an exact science but rather like managing the economy. There is a danger of over-correcting, thus leading to the ‘harder to manage’ surplus of presbyters: maybe that’s a problem the church would be pleased to have – maybe not.

1.3.4
The SRG has reviewed the statistics of numbers of Church members, ministers (presbyters + deacons), churches and circuits since 1974, and noted that the number of members per minister declined from 241 in 1974 to 166 in 2004. We calculated that if ministers in 2004 had even 200 members each (on average) we would have 270 surplus ministers. Statistics can be persuasive. However, we have resisted the temptation to predicate the needs of the Church on member numbers alone: as many respondents to our consultations have pointed out, the role and work of ministers has changed significantly over those 30 years, and we must move on from the ‘chaplaincy to members’ model of ministry.

1.3.5
Looking at these figures from another perspective, it is evident that the number of Church members who are ordained as ministers has increased from 4.1 per 1000 members in 1974 to 6.0 in 2004 – almost a 50% increase. In the 1950s and 1960s, the comparable figure was 3.6 to 3.8. Why should the Methodist Church expect it to continue to increase? Moreover, those ordained are drawn from a decreasing proportion of Church members as the average age of that population increases: the 6.0 per 1000 members effectively becomes 20 as only 31% of members are young enough to candidate for ordained ministry.       

1.3.6
Taking our lead from those aspects of our remit relating to ordained and lay ministry, we believe that the Church must live and work with the reality of those whom God calls to presbyteral, diaconal and lay ministry (both employed and voluntary). We support initiatives to challenge people to respond to those calls, as our report sets out, but at the end of the day the Church graciously accepts the commitment of the people and resources that are received and must figure out how to deploy them efficiently and effectively within its theological and ecclesiological patterns.

1.3.7
With that background, nevertheless, we bring some recommendations that will facilitate the amelioration of the demand/supply situation by introducing greater flexibility and elbow room into presbyteral stationing. Some may appear, at first sight, wide-ranging, even distant from our brief: we would argue that each makes a contribution, in the short or long term. We also note that initiatives being taken by other groups and projects (referenced as far as we are aware of them in the report) will themselves change the demand for presbyters, such as different structures and ways of working in circuits, reviews of ordained and lay partnership and financial pressures.

1.3.8
To conclude, it is imperative that we do not get a 1-2% overall apparent shortage of presbyters out of proportion, though we acknowledge the disappointment of circuits that feel the pain of an unwanted unfilled station and the frustration of circuit stewards who have worked very hard to no immediate avail. In a connexional Church where decisions are made by many people and groups in many places, we simply need a strategic direction on these and related matters that enables current needs to be met, resources to be held in balance, flexible approaches to be accepted and corrective actions to be taken if and when necessary. Stationing matching, as we have said, can never be an exact science.

1.4
Preliminary commentary

1.4.1
The work of the SRG, while initially driven by a particular issue, relates directly to the most crucial and sensitive areas of the Church’s life. Ministry embraces all the activities, offices, tasks and practices by which the Church seeks to share in God’s mission. The Priorities for the Methodist Church (2004) underlie the recommendations of this report, which seeks above all to enable the Church better to ‘affirm its conviction of God’s love in Christ, for us and for all the world; and renew confidence in God’s presence and action in the world and in the Church.’
 Insofar as the report indicates possible ‘fresh ways of being Church’ it is with this aim in view.

1.4.2
We have been aware from the beginning of our work that the processes of stationing presbyters and deacons are not just a set of pragmatic arrangements. They are a vital element in the lived practices which constitute our way of being Church. Changing aspects of these practices without due reflection could produce results that no-one would have wished or intended, undermining those distinctive gifts which we have to offer to God’s mission in the world. But at the same time failure to change in response to changing circumstances could constitute a backward-looking refusal to listen to the Holy Spirit’s promptings.

1.4.3
Throughout our project, we have constantly asked the question ‘what are ordained ministers called to be and do?’ alongside lay ministry, in the context of 21st century Church and society. The emphasis is on the distinctive nature of that calling, tested then equipped through formation and training in preparation for ministry.
1.4.4
The answers to this question should shape stationing procedures. Different answers are possible: (1) the purely functional, focusing on doing, offering a knee-jerk consumerist-like response to ‘what people want’ or purely pragmatic considerations of ‘what can be made to work’; (2) the purely theoretical, offering a theological perspective that is difficult to connect with practice. As one respondent commented to us, ‘theology and ecclesiology should not give way to pragmatism’ – no, but we must address practical problems nonetheless. Our recommendations therefore seek to strike a balance so that they are both (1) workable and practical and (2) faithful, as far as possible at a time of complex and rapid change, to Methodism’s developed understanding of its own self and its God-given mission.

1.4.5
This is a Conference report, not a theological paper. It builds on a series of significant reports adopted by the Conference which have already laid down the theological frameworks for our shared understanding of ministry. We deliberately do not repeat their valuable work and analysis. Detailed references are not given at every point where their insights underpin our project but the aim is always to develop those insights, never to contradict or undermine them. 


The Ministry of the People of God (1988) identified the work of ministry as the work of the whole Church. The Ministry of the People of God in the World (1990) reflected on that ministry in its primary setting outside the Church context. Called to Love and Praise (1999) remains the definitive statement of what it means to ‘be Church’ for British Methodists today. Learning and Developing as the Whole People of God (2001) laid down the principles for learning support to enable each person to develop in discipleship and ministry. What is a Presbyter? (2002) gave a clear theological framework for presbyteral ministry within the ministry of the whole people of God, which together with its companion report, Releasing Ministers for Ministry (2002), gives the essential underpinning for the present report. What is a Deacon? (2004) offered a theological understanding of the distinctive nature of diaconal ministry in British Methodism. In addition the report The Nature of Oversight (2005) gives an important toolkit for understanding different roles and responsibilities within the ministry of the whole Church.  

1.4.6
Methodist culture tends to militate against flexibility and fluidity, generally favouring a neat and tidy approach. The existence of a framework of accountability, embodied in Standing Orders, is what guarantees the connexional nature of our Church and the overall authority (episkope) of the Conference. The confirming of the stations on the last morning of the Conference may appear as an annual ritual but it represents the means by which the Conference is assured that it has oversight of the whole life of the Church through the accountability of the presbyters and deacons that it stations. Traditional practices embody long-standing core beliefs. Methodism is held together as a Church by being in connexion and connexion is expressed through an agreed authority structure, not by a voluntary agreement between a group of believers or by the episkope of individuals. Modifying its practices may have profound consequences.

1.4.7
The highly unified and controlled nature of Methodist organisation is at odds with many aspects of a contemporary culture which emphasises diversity, fluidity and individual choice. Each succeeding generation seemingly becomes more at ease with these trends and sees certain values in them. Indeed, some respondents observed that the present stationing matching process has paternalistic overtones that are less and less acceptable, especially to younger generations, and it is perceived as more valued by the Church than by individuals. The task is to discern where the Holy Spirit is calling the Church to be counter-cultural and where to respond to promptings from within the culture. The beliefs underlying this report and reflected in many of its recommendations - that we must soften boundaries, loosen structures, and accept fuzziness, without losing accountability - reflect the SRG’s conviction that this is indeed God’s calling. As we have said, there is a balance to be struck. Offering the Church the freedom to respond more easily, relevantly and quickly to today’s challenges and opportunities within the context of increasingly diverse communities is not mere conformity to a ‘secular’ agenda: it is an embodiment of the Church’s Priorities for mission.

1.4.8
Nevertheless there is a fundamental discipline of belonging – affirming the essentially connected nature of Christian living in the service of God’s mission - which is at the heart of the Methodist understanding, not just of being Church, but of being Christian. In the Methodist Church this fundamental discipline is strongly expressed and upheld through the discipline of stationing. It is for this reason that this report acknowledges that modifying these practices may have profound consequences, and we must be careful that softening boundaries, loosening structures and encouraging greater flexibility does not become too slippery a slope. 

1.4.9
We received the comment, ‘Some of the recommendations go to the heart of our self-understanding as a Church and therefore need to be tested with great sensitivity and introduced in such a way as to win the assent of the Methodist people’. Can a balance be achieved? Only God knows – but this report asserts that God is calling the Methodist people to try.

2.  RECOMMENDATIONS

The 38 recommendations are set out in three sections, numbers 1 to 7 – Enabling the ministry of the people of God, 8 to 29 – Stationing the ordained in a Church structured for mission, and 30 to 38 – Ordained ministry within the ministry of the people of God. After a Preface to each section, the recommendations are listed R1, R2 etc with a heading question, followed by some explanatory text, then the recommendation itself. 

Section 1 (Recommendations 1 – 7): Enabling the ministry of the people of God 
Preface

1.  All Methodist people, lay and ordained, exercise their discipleship within the matrix of calling, gifts and discipline enshrined in the Covenant Service. ‘Christ has many services to be done … in some we may please Christ and please ourselves; in others we cannot please Christ except by denying ourselves.’ 
 All alike are challenged to move out of comfort zones in undertaking those services of Christ that are ‘contrary’ to ‘natural inclinations and material interests’. ‘Put me to what you will’ sheds relentless light not only on the perceived unwillingness of presbyters to be widely available for stationing, but also on the perceived need for churches and Circuits to pay lay people to be partners with the ordained, sharing in God’s mission. But in response to this challenge all alike are assured that ‘the power to do all these things is given to us in Christ, who strengthens us’. This report seeks to bring proposals that will better equip ministers to carry out their fundamental task to ‘enable the Church’s whole ministry in such a way that Christ is effectively present’. 

2.  Called to Love and Praise also reminds us that ‘Methodism continues strongly to affirm the ministry of the whole people of God.’
 The Ministry of the People of God in the World states that ‘The ministry of the people of God in the world is both the primary and the normative ministry of the Church’
 but Called to Love and Praise adds that ‘the ministry of all Christians within the corporate life of the Church is also important.’
 It welcomes the growing variety of patterns of ministry within the Methodist Church as ‘both healthy and Scriptural. But it will be both these things only if it enables and expresses, rather than detracts from, the ministry and priesthood of the whole Church.’

3.  Ordained ministry focuses and represents the ministry of the whole Church, as the Deed of Union reminds us. All members share the ministry of ‘witness through service’ that is the essence of diaconal ministry (What is a Deacon?) All members share the presbyteral ministry of word, sacrament and pastoral responsibility (What is a Presbyter?) by expressing their faith in response to the witness of Scripture, by forming the community without which there are no sacraments, and by exercising pastoral care and administrative responsibility. Good personal relationships, leadership, governance and management are part of the Church’s witness to living in the way of Christ (as in The Nature of Oversight).

4.  The SRG therefore, bearing in mind our remit, finds it impossible to make recommendations about ministerial stationing, narrowly interpreted, without examining the whole-Church ministry of which the stationing of deacons and presbyters is only a part.

R1: Who is God calling?

1.  In our early consultations, many people responded to the concern about shortage of presbyters by strongly urging that the call to recruitment should be vigorously renewed, and they expressed some disappointment that we have not simply done that. People remember the fervour in years gone by of appeals for ministers (now presbyters). Today we need to affirm all ministry, including lay, and not presume or assert that anyone needs to be ordained to be validated in Christian ministry.

2.  The report Extending Discipleship and Exploring Vocation was welcomed by Conference 2006 and is to be implemented in September 2008. A further initiative adopted at Conference 2007 (Resolution 76/1) was to declare a time of ‘presentation of the claims and challenges of Christian vocation’.
 We anticipate that Districts will be invited to develop, through the Training Forums, the most appropriate ways of doing this, and that connexionally produced publicity and support material may be available.

3.  The SRG believes that through both of these initiatives, which we strongly endorse, God’s Spirit will offer a call to many individuals that will fit our present age, if we have ears to hear and the wisdom to discern.

4.  We propose that this recommendation be launched through the Training Forums in September 2008 for immediate action, and refer to the Connexional Training Strategies report elsewhere in the Conference Agenda (Section 42).  

1. We recommend and urge that the call to ministry, as lay or ordained, be heard afresh amongst Methodist people, and that the Methodist Church will seek to be open and creative in responding to those hearing a call, so that we may better fulfil our mission in the 21st century. 
R2: What are ordained ministers called to be and do?

1.  We believe that many factors have combined to produce ‘minister-dependence’ in British Methodism (and not in this part of the Church alone), despite the Conference reports in 1988 and 1990 seeking to point a different way.

We might identify:

· Loss of confidence in ‘ordinary members’ being able to talk of God in an environment that is indifferent or hostile, contrasting with the early days of lay class-meetings and societies

· A generally increased expectation of service being provided by professionals which affects e.g. MPs and healthcare workers as well as ministers

· Loss of expectation of ‘ordinary members’ that they need to contribute – why not just leave it to the minister?

· A time-poor society where Church may be regarded as one leisure activity among many others

· Work and other pressures on lay people that preclude greater commitment to Church activities.

2.  We are aware of the danger of invoking a mythical past when seeking to identify a Methodist charism, but we do believe that the sharing of accountability and responsibility by lay and ordained is a vital element of who Methodists are, and a gift that we have to offer to the wider church. We want to offer this report as a means by which ordained ministry may be better fitted to carry out its primary function: to support groups of disciples in a disciplined spiritual life which includes public worship and private devotion, personal acts of mercy and public acts of justice.

3.  Accordingly, we bring this recommendation to encourage a way forward and urge the Methodist Church to use the resources at its disposal. We especially commend and suggest that the church revisits all the excellent Conference Reports already mentioned and also Time to talk of God (2005). Study of these publications could revitalise our understanding and practice of lay calling and ministry. 

4.  We note that implementing these recommendations will involve careful thought as to exactly where presbyters and deacons are needed most. We see evidence that such thought and planning is already taking place, but we believe that the connexion needs greater clarity as to the practical shapes of:

· the nature of pastoral work, pastoral responsibility and pastoral charge and the relationship between them

· the place of sacramental ministry within the ministry of the whole people of God

· the role of the presbyter as ‘resident (or itinerant) theologian’ in a local community

· the role of the deacon as the focus and representative of the Church’s servant ministry

· the shape of lay calling that is focused on God’s mission in both Church and secular contexts, rather than just on resourcing Church activities.

5.  We suggest that the Faith and Order Committee gives specific consideration to these issues and that, through the Connexional Leadership Team, districts and Circuits engage in discussions to seek deeper understanding of them.

2. We recommend that the Methodist people be encouraged to reflect on ‘what ordained ministers are called to be and do’, to enable them to be released for those things, and in order overtly to recognise and encourage the calling of lay people in many expressions of ministry. 

R3: A movement of and for the Spirit?

1.  Presbyters and deacons are ordained connexionally and come under the discipline of the Methodist Church. But, at ordination, deacons also become members of the Methodist Diaconal Order (MDO). The value of belonging to a religious order is one of the reasons for many people feeling called to be deacons. 

2.  In discussions and vision days in Circuits and Districts for ‘mapping a way forward’, there has been expressed a hunger amongst many in our churches for support and guidance in their spiritual life and mission witness, and for some that includes the discipline and benefits of a Rule of Life. The Iona Community, the Franciscans and Benedictines have Rules of Life that attract people from various backgrounds, but for some Methodists that different understanding of tradition and denomination is unhelpful.

3.  Religious orders, those who live by a Rule of Life, have often been renewal movements in the life of the Church throughout history - as the Methodist Diaconal Order has reminded us.  In the coming decades of Christian mission and witness, our commitment will increasingly need to be to groups of people rather than to buildings. Having a strong spiritual base will be vital, and that may come from a return to our roots as a movement with small cell groups and perhaps by more widely embracing membership of a religious order.

4.  In our earlier reports and proposals SRG sought to find radical ways forward as our remit encouraged, and suggested that reviewing the distinction between diaconal ministry and its religious order dimension might offer certain benefits. We said that this could appropriately open diaconal ministry to those who do not feel called to belong to the Order, as well as opening up membership of the Order to people other than deacons. We received some affirming feedback on these ideas, whilst at the same time being aware of their profound nature and consequences. Also, whilst we emphasised that we do not wish to trespass on the self-government of the Order, the Conference Report What is a Deacon? does affirm that ordination to diaconal ministry is a matter for the whole Connexion and not the Order alone.

5.  We believe that these issues may come to be addressed sooner or later but, for now, we judge that proposing to separate diaconal ministry from religious order is a step too far.

In affirming the value of a Rule of Life and the sense of spiritual sustenance derived from belonging to an Order, we do reflect the aspirations of many people who feel that more work and prayer would be most helpful on the whole aspect of personal growth, commitment and support and refer our recommendation below to the Connexional Leadership Team for further development.  

3. We recommend that the Methodist Church re-examines the implications of our being a movement, and seeks a spirituality of being God’s people in a Methodist way. 

R4: What do we mean by ‘team ministry’?

1.  It cannot be too strongly emphasised that, while a perceived shortage of presbyters was crucial in the genesis of this review, SRG soon came to the conclusion that we are witnessing a God-given opportunity to recover a more authentic understanding of ministry.

2. Successive Conference reports, as already mentioned, have affirmed the foundational nature of the ministry of the whole people of God though the SRG believes that this insight is too often neglected. This may be the moment in the life of the Methodist Church for the Conference to commission a fresh piece of work on our distinctive understanding of lay ministry. At the same time, those ordained or authorised to connexional offices (deacons, presbyters and local preachers) have been examined and trained to bear a role and to hold office, and those appointed to other roles have a defined responsibility within those roles. These differences are a source of strength in a team situation if their nature is understood so that proper use is made of each. The leadership and representative role of the ordained needs to be understood in a non-hierarchical way which still acknowledges its spiritual dimension. 

3. As Circuits are increasingly working in a mixed economy of ministries – ordained presbyters and deacons in roles within and outside the Church, full-time or part-time, lay people employed as well as in formal voluntary posts and faithful members holding office – there is an urgent need to develop collaborative partnership ways of working of a professional standard.

4.  Our consultations have reinforced the strong perception (among both ministers and laity) that the burden of administration placed on both presbyters and deacons is too heavy. This is not all bad: the area of Safeguarding, for example, illustrates how administrative procedures bring to light wrongdoing in situations that were formerly taken on trust. Not all presbyters are bad administrators and not all lay people are good ones: nor should administration be assumed as the main lay contribution to a ministry team. But this is an area where team working is perceived to have the potential to produce more effective ministry. 

5. The training of such collaborative teams must include awareness of the significance of the different roles within the ministry of the whole people of God, and exploration of new ways of developing them for mission. Commitment to such ministry, expressed in public liturgy and private prayer, is essential.

6.  We commend the existing good practice of establishing District and Circuit Leadership Teams, commissioning services for both at the beginning of September, and so on. We suggest that this recommendation is referred to the Connexional Leadership Team for development and enabling good practice to be shared.

4.
We recommend that more attention is given to creating and developing team and collaborative ministry and leadership (lay and ordained), supported by specific training where necessary, pointing to existing good practice, and that the Districts and Circuits be proactive in this.


4A.
We recommend that the Conference commissions a fresh piece of work on our distinctive understanding of Lay Ministry, to be brought to a future Conference by way of report within an appropriate timescale.

R5: Who could be the leaders?

1.  ‘It is difficult to imagine many organisations other than the Church which, with three thousand trained professional staff, would not engage in conscious career planning’ – so submitted someone to SRG. Many in the Church shy away from the language of career planning, believing it to be contrary to God’s methods which work by the Holy Spirit and prayer. The SRG does not believe that there is necessarily a contradiction since prayer in the context of conscious career planning and personal development can be as open to the Holy Spirit as prayer in any other context. The Church should not simply assume that suitably competent and trained people will be available to fill leadership posts in Circuits, Districts and the connexion at a whim.

2.  We urge that God-centred planning for leadership be an explicit responsibility in the Circuits, Districts and connexion – what someone succinctly described as ‘plan and pray’. Further work needs to be done to define where such responsibilities should reside and we suggest that the Methodist Council initially addresses the issue. It may be that attention should first be given to the senior leadership posts in Districts and the connexion, later cascading to others and those in Circuits.

5.
We recommend that a more open, formal and explicit process of identifying and enabling the development and experience of those with potential for leadership (ordained and lay) in the church, in circuit, district and connexional contexts, be defined and implemented.

R6: How can ministry best be provided in rural areas?

1. ‘The ministry of lay people has been essential to the very functioning of Methodism from its early days’ (Called to Love and Praise)
. Particularly where an ordained minister has oversight of a number of churches, widely dispersed in rural areas, it is essential that the importance of lay ministry is recognised, re-emphasised and encouraged to enable the Church's mission to grow and flourish. The gifts and talents of ‘newcomers’ (commuters and the recently retired that often make up a large percentage of the rural population) need to be welcomed and utilised. The Arthur Rank Centre, in conjunction with the Training Forums, will be especially helpful for training purposes. Sufficient funding needs to be on offer from appropriate sources. 

2.  We accordingly refer the training aspects of the recommendation to the Arthur Rank Centre, the Training Strategy and Resources Executive and the Training Forums and the funding aspect to the Methodist Council.

6.
We recommend that the Methodist Church, whilst acknowledging the presence of appropriate patterns of ordained ministry, recognises the distinctive needs for lay ministry in rural areas, and in encouraging people to respond to God’s call, provides appropriate funding for lay training and development.

R7: Should we aim to fill every vacant appointment immediately?

1.  Many circuits experience unfilled stations already: some ‘take a line’ as there is nobody available or review is underway; some presbyters move to non-circuit jobs in mid-year; there is illness, incapacity and sometimes death in service; presbyters take sabbaticals.

2.  Ecumenical partners – the Anglican Churches, United Reformed Church, the Church of Scotland and the Baptist Churches – operate deployment systems in which vacancies are an integral part: at any time, 60 out of 600 United Reformed Church appointments are vacant. Some last for many months, others for two to three years. We do not propose to adopt these ways wholesale – indeed other churches do not openly commend their own systems – but to suggest a more modest approach that will bring benefit rather than disappointment.

3.  We recognise that there are questions about oversight that need to be addressed: presbyters are accountable to the Conference for the well-being of those parts of the Church of which they have pastoral oversight, and oversight must be well-informed. Nevertheless, in response specifically to Conference 2006 Memorial 19, we believe that there are benefits, enumerated below, in circuits accepting an unfilled station when a presbyter leaves:

· Circuits and churches can reflect on where they are and review their future mission needs and patterns of ministry towards the end of a presbyter’s ministry rather than in the penultimate year

· A breathing space after a period of ministry is created and, as some have put it, ‘a time for grieving’ and adjustment 

· Greater lay participation is encouraged especially in leadership and as a means to grow in experience and confidence: churches can become less presbyter-dependent, as we have touched on already

· Pressure to fill appointments is reduced and poor stationing matches, sometimes under duress, more easily avoided

· Ecumenical cooperation is facilitated by giving greater flexibility

· Manse maintenance is easier when they are empty.

4.  We recognise that in some circumstances, taking an unfilled station may not be practical, for example if a probationer is on the staff, if another minister is indisposed, if sabbaticals would cause undue strain, but the larger circuits become, the more easily all these factors can be managed. Therefore we believe that voluntary unfilled stations, normally for one year, should be encouraged as a positive policy. Bearing in mind that the United Reformed Church has 10% vacancies, if the Methodist Church could find 50 each year (about the current level of unfilled stations by December), this is only 3% of all appointments.

5. We suggest that districts can offer to support circuits through a process of reflection and discernment and that local churches be proactively encouraged to understand the purpose and value of the breathing space. Moreover, a planned unfilled station period enables proper arrangements for ministry and oversight to be put in place beforehand.  

6.  Furthermore, we observe that, whilst retaining an annual stationing cycle (see recommendation 11), there is the possibility of presbyters moving at times other than September if Circuits can mutually agree, though we would not wish to be prescriptive about specific timings.

7. We suggest that the District Chairs as members of the Stationing Matching Group, with the support of the Stationing Committee, lead the implementation of this recommendation. It may be that Stationing Committee could compile some guidelines and advice to be incorporated in the Good Practice Guide. 

7. We recommend that, from September 2008, Circuits should view an unfilled station as a creative opportunity to reflect and take stock, and therefore that Districts and Circuits always consider in the light of their agreed mission policy the possibility of not filling a station immediately upon a minister leaving. 

Section 2 (Recommendations 8 – 29): Stationing the ordained in a Church structured for mission

Preface

1.  The structures of Methodism (Circuit Meeting, District Synod, Conference) are not simply matters of management. They are expressions of that belonging in mutual commitment which constitutes Methodism as a Church. Within those structures the itinerant nature of ordained ministry has a vital place. 

2. The processes and rules which govern itinerancy are not sacrosanct in themselves. They are designed to ensure that the work of God is effectively carried out and overseen throughout the connexion. Historically this was judged to be best done by stationing presbyters in appointments which, although they offered the possibility of many kinds of activity, were basically structured around the care and oversight of the Local Churches which constituted the mission bases. Although there always were exceptions to this pattern, it is fair to say that the present situation is fundamentally different. Described in much of the literature as post-Christendom, today it is characterised by a wide gulf between many Local Churches and their mission field. The question must be pressed as to whether the present system of stationing is the most appropriate for a Church that is serious about being structured for mission. Is Methodism still the kind of movement that should be governed by John Wesley’s famous dictum, ‘Go not to those who need you, but to those who need you most’?

3.  We underline that all presbyters and deacons, in any appointment made by any method, are ultimately servants of the Church and the Conference and are stationed by the Conference: in reflecting how oversight is exercised in this regard, we commend for study the paper elsewhere in the Conference 2008 Agenda The Covenant Relationship for those who are ordained and in Full Connexion (Section 29). 

R8/9/10: So, what sort of stationing system?

1. The Methodist Church currently uses three methods of ministerial stationing: 

· directly – for probationers - post-training, presbyters from overseas Churches coming to Britain, special cases on the President’s authority and all deacons 

· by matching – all presbyters in ‘normal’ circuit appointments 

· by advertisement – various posts for various reasons, such as District Chairs, district development and evangelism enablers, fresh expressions posts, college and course tutors, training officers, Connexional Team posts, many chaplaincy posts, ecumenical posts.

Hence there is a mixed economy approach. SRG believes that this serves the church well and indeed our matching process – that embodies the ‘sending’ principle, so deeply rooted in Methodism – is perceived with some envy by representatives of other Churches.

2.  In general there is trust in the matching process, albeit with some unfortunate experiences of presbyters, their families and circuits. These can surely be overcome by the scrupulously careful, conscientious and sensitive application of the defined process by all its participants, and a determination to learn from shortcomings. We have received much evidence from ministers and lay people that the current matching process, overall, is the best stationing system the church has had in living memory.

3.  The discipline of stationing matching embodies the fundamental commitment to belonging. It is a commitment that can be costly, leaving some individuals (Circuits and ministers alike) unsatisfied because of someone else’s need. It is this discipline, rather than the precise structures which it upholds, that expresses the fact that those ordained are ordained to the Church’s ministry, not their own.

4.  We recognise too that many posts for varied reasons (notably posts that are open to lay as well as ordained and to ecumenical partners) must be open to advertisement, and that to insist otherwise would be foolish and impractical. As long as stationing matching revolves around church/circuit-based appointments the mission needs of the present age call for it to be balanced by the flexibility and creativity enabled by advertisement.  We have evidence of a slowly growing (perhaps to accelerate) number of presbyters moving into advertised appointments (as mentioned above) and on occasions the timescales of these cut across the Methodist annual stationing cycle. We are aware too of the remit of the Fresh Ways Working Group in respect of stationing and deployment of lay and ordained people in fresh expressions of Church and believe that our recommendations will support their aims. 

5.  We call for greater understanding and initiative to balance the needs of circuit-based and other appointments. Therefore, whilst we recommend that the three stationing methods be retained in general, we propose that the possibility should be considered of each District being permitted a number or proportion of its appointments to be advertised. We envisage that the figures would be set and reviewed by the Stationing Committee against criteria defined by the Methodist Council. Such appointments might include those already emerging (as mentioned above) and others proposed by the Districts. We suggest that the Methodist Council and Stationing Committee pursue this.

6.  SRG considered other aspects of the stationing process and confirms current practice or suggests modest changes, as follows. (Note – we use ‘cycle’ to denote the annual stationing process, ‘phase’ to denote each stationing matching meeting within the ‘cycle’, and ‘round’ to denote the internal stages in each ‘phase’.)

· The present constitution of the Stationing Matching Group should be retained, despite the low lay percentage. We note that a lay representative attends if a District Chair can’t, and that there is some permanent lay representation. It is, in our view, already a large enough group but we reflect some concern about lay under-representation.

· We commend the Stationing Committee’s recent suggestion that newly-appointed district lay stationing representatives be permitted to observe at least one phase of matching, as part of their induction, in order to get a feel for how it works before they may need to participate directly in a District Chair’s absence.   

· We suggest that the list of preferences be extended so that the Stationing Matching Group always has information beyond five, where possible.

· We encourage flexibility around visits to Circuits to enable ministers and Circuits to have time and space to come to their decisions without undue pressure. 

· We considered the idea that those presbyters without restrictions be stationed first, but felt realistically that, under the current system, this would lead to even more difficult problems towards the end of phase 2 and more matches would need unstitching. (We address this issue further in recommendation 12 and acknowledge that if it is accepted and implemented, it changes this principle.)

· We strongly urge the whole Church to uphold principles of justice and equality at all times, and express our regret that we found evidence that this is not always so.

· We affirm the recently introduced policy at Stationing Matching Group of permitting non-superintendent appointments to be called in phase 1.

7.  We received much feedback about the re-invitation process and the length of initial invitations and suggest that a review be undertaken. 

There is a strong feeling, particularly though not wholly amongst presbyters, that the approach to re-invitation presumes the presbyter will be leaving unless invited to stay. For some, it carries deeply felt, albeit unintended, negative connotations. This derives in part from an initial invitation being for a fixed period of (normally) five years. Evidence was offered to SRG that, again reflecting the diversity of mission, it might be appropriate for initial appointments sometimes to be for fewer years but more often for longer (as ministry takes time to develop), or that they should simply be open-ended, with review milestones.

We suggest that, if the recommendation 10 is approved as a means of achieving greater flexibility, the Stationing Committee amends the detailed procedures accordingly.

8.  Finally, SRG reflected on the fact that only a small proportion – about 10% - of presbyters move each year, thus limiting the options available to Circuits and the opportunities for presbyters to respond to God’s call. We considered whether the annual information pack of appointments to be filled (now on CD) should be made available to all presbyters, not just those expecting to move. We rehearsed pros and cons. On the one hand, this would give greater openness, flexibility and initiative in enabling presbyters to respond to call (which would also benefit the receiving circuits), avoid the present dilemma of presbyters having to declare their intention to leave a Circuit before they know what opportunities are available, and provide a platform for our later recommendation (31) about specific gifts. On the other hand, it would create issues of priority and process and all Circuits would surely worry about presbyters suddenly requesting curtailment, creating much widespread uncertainty. 

We concluded, above all, that this idea would constitute too great a departure from the principles already enunciated about sending and calling which we believe the Methodist Church will wish to uphold. Therefore we do not make any recommendation on the matter.                 

8.
We recommend that the present mixed economy approach to stationing continue as there are compelling arguments, for different sorts of appointments, to retain each method.

9.
We recommend that the Stationing Committee considers the possibility of permitting each district a number or proportion of appointments to be filled by advertisement.

10.
We recommend that the processes governing initial invitation and re-invitation of presbyters become more flexible, as described, and that consequent amendments to procedures be drawn up by the Stationing Committee.

R11: Should there be more than one stationing cycle each year?

We reviewed the possible options for more frequent stationing cycles, but believe, as already mentioned, that it is vital to maintain the distinctive Methodist principle of sending rather than calling. This is best managed on an annual basis. To move to twice a year we felt would create more rather than less work, and fewer ministers would be available each time: also there would be implications for children in education and probationers leaving training. To move to a more frequent cycle would erode and finally destroy our valued system and it would drift inexorably, we believe, towards all stations being advertised. 

11.
We recommend that stationing should remain an annual cycle.  
R12: Is itinerancy dead?

1.  Itinerancy is understood (and its perceived shortcomings bewailed) in varying ways:

i)
ministers moving between appointments at regular intervals 

ii)
ministers moving between appointments at the behest of the Conference 

iii)
ministers moving between appointments over a wide geographical area 

iv)
ministers moving between different kinds of appointment and context 

2.  Whatever flaws itinerancy may be believed to have in practice, it is perceived to function as the glue of connexionalism by means of 

· The web of personal acquaintance and friendship created by ministers moving between appointments, which reinforces the mutual commitment needed for connexional structures to flourish

· Ministers being seen not as belonging to the Local Church or Circuit, but to the connexion as a whole

· The Church’s mission being held together as a whole because individuals’ gifts and graces are spread around rather than being consolidated in one place.

3.  This part of our report focuses on the question of presbyters’ deployability in the geographical sense. All the ways identified above in which itinerancy supports connexionalism would be undermined if a large proportion of ministers ceased to be widely deployable (itinerant in senses iii & iv in paragraph 1 above). But how large a proportion? And could the same ends be achieved in new ways?

4.  The Connexion acknowledged by setting up the category of Minister in Local Appointment (MLA) in the 1980s that it was appropriate for a person to be a Methodist presbyter and not to be itinerant in senses i and iii (and maybe iv) above. The adoption of the report Releasing Ministers for Ministry in 2002 meant that the separate category of MLA ceased to exist, but the possibility of this kind of ministry remained (though this may have been lost on some people). There are therefore now a number of categories of part-time appointment which are dealt with in different ways within the stationing process:

· Part-time stipendiary appointments

· Non-stipendiary appointments consisting of more than six sessions per week and Sundays (with/without a manse)

· Non-stipendiary appointments of less than six sessions per week and Sundays (with/without a manse)

All of these are part-time appointments, but the people who fill them are not part-time ministers. A presbyter or deacon is a minister ‘all the time’ by virtue of being ordained and in Full Connexion, whatever function they are fulfilling.

5.  Underlying the discussions about these developments is the nature of the covenant relationship between ministers and the Church. The SRG believes that this widely used term is also widely misunderstood. What is a Presbyter? uses it to define the relationship between presbyters and the Church. But while that report speaks of mutual privileges and responsibilities, it nowhere implies that a covenant is the same as a contract. It is a gross over-simplification to reduce the covenant relationship to an obligation on the one hand to be itinerant and on the other hand to provide a manse and a stipend. Any covenant relationship between human individuals or groups stands within the context of each individual’s covenant relationship with God (for Christians, in Christ) – the covenant of discipleship within which each person is called to become who in God’s sight they already are. The covenant between a minister and the Church therefore can neither negate nor replace all the other aspects of that person’s discipleship. But at the same time the individual who responds to the calling to be ordained acknowledges the Church’s primary role in discerning who in God’s sight they already are, and in providing frameworks of relationship within which they are to go on growing in grace and holiness. ‘The covenantal relationship between ministers (presbyters) and the Church means that the Church is committed to respecting the gifts and circumstances of the individual minister, and the minister is committed to serving the priorities of the Church as much as possible. Such commitments require dialogue, trust and discipline on all sides.’ (Releasing Ministers for Ministry)

The SRG believes that the time has come to be more explicit about the arrangements necessary for the Church to ‘(respect) the gifts and circumstances of the individual minister’ and for the minister to ‘(serve) the priorities of the Church as much as possible’. 

6.  We refer in recommendation 31 to the question of specific individual gifts, noting here that the perception of oneself as a distinctively gifted individual, rather than as one from a mould, may be one of the factors in:

· The increasing number of ministerial posts being advertised (such as chaplaincies, district development and evangelism enabler posts) on the assumption that these need particular skills

· The fact that 13% of presbyters are not in traditional circuit-based appointments

· The fact that of those who move into a non-circuit appointment fewer than 1 in 2 may become available for circuit-based stationing later

· The significant number of presbyters who place limits on their availability for stationing in terms of the type of appointment they want and/or the style of ministry they offer.

7.  We believe that personal circumstances also have a vital part to play. This belief is grounded in the facts that:

a) Many of the recent vocational appointments not in the control of the church have been ‘local’ to the location in which the minister concerned has been stationed and in some cases the minister may have been pro-active in seeking such an appointment

b) Many presbyters in recent years have declared significant constraints on where they are prepared to go, due to 

· Spouse’s work or training

· Children’s education

· Children’s preferences

· Own or family health needs

· Extended family commitments

· Children’s needs at church

· Simple geographical preference or dislike

· Size and location of and access to manse. 

(We enjoyed the disclosure that a minister in a partner Church required a paddock for the horses. Wesleyan tradition is somewhere alive and well!)

8. We are grateful for the analysis of moves between circuit and other appointments from which the figures quoted above are derived. The finding that a critical time for ministers is towards the end of their second appointment could relate to both gifts and circumstances. 

9.  The theory of the present stationing matching process is that it ‘fills the stations’ with the best possible matches available. It can seem at times that the constraints identified above are driving it in a very different direction. It is clear that a growing number of presbyters want to stay local, i.e. within certain geographic limits. While there is some evidence that this has always been so (supported by a wealth of personal knowledge, although we have not been able either to undertake or to commission the necessary historical research) all those with experience of the matching process over recent years are certain that there has been a step change.

10.  Opinion is divided as to the extent to which the Church should accommodate this trend. On the one hand:

· There are those who ask ‘Has the church ever been renewed without being disciplined and counter-cultural?’

· The role of itinerancy as outlined above is hugely important in upholding the connexional nature of Methodism.

On the other hand:

· The Church, in holding presbyters and deacons within its framework of disciplined accountability, is responsible for enabling them to live also with integrity within the framework of the other relationships which constitute their discipleship.

11.  The SRG has come to the conclusion that the ‘dialogue, trust and discipline’ called for by Releasing Ministers for Ministry would be better served by reshaping the Church’s stationing procedures. The principles underlying this reshaping may be summed up as: 

· For a Methodist presbyter or deacon local ministry is a contradiction in terms: all Methodist presbyters and deacons exercise a connexional ministry, although they also have an immediate context which is local and may be limited

· Therefore the principle that deployability is not the same as accountability or competence is of crucial importance

· Presbyters who are locally deployable at any given point in their ministry (because of the conflicting demands of calling and discipleship explored above) are therefore still accountable to, and accounted for by, the Connexion as a whole. They are stationed under connexional auspices with due respect for their gifts and circumstances, under discipline to participate in structures of accountability and committed and available to serve the priorities of the Church as much as possible. There is no two-tier ministry in respect of accountability

· Presbyters who are locally deployable have candidated and gone through initial training and probation in the same contexts and against the same outcomes as presbyters who are connexionally deployable, are part of the same systems of annual development review and have the same access to continuing development. There is no two-tier ministry in respect of deployability

· Specific callings to a particular context must be handled within the overall frameworks for discerning calling and competence. All presbyters are called to a ministry within which similarities are more important than the differences between its various expressions. The concept and practice of continuing development in ministry are vitally important for achieving the degree of flexibility within a common calling that both individuals and the Church require. There is no two-tier ministry in respect of specialised calling

· A more open and flexible response to local deployability will, we believe, release more potential presbyters to serve the Church. The pragmatic numerical questions are however not the only ones that count. Equally important is the need to enable people in a wider variety of circumstances to live with integrity as presbyters.

12. We propose therefore:

a) That the question of the variable deployability of presbyters should be handled through the stationing system alone and not through the creation of a separate category of presbyter,

b) The stationing matching process should be structured so as to deal with those widely available for stationing first, followed by those available within a defined geographical radius,

c) The number of appointments in each District to be filled in the ‘connexional round’ and the ‘local round’ would be declared by the District Chair at the start of the process,

d) Those available to be stationed in any particular year would therefore indicate in which part of the process they wished to be considered,

e) The church would provide a manse and stipend where appropriate but would have no obligation to provide stipend or manse if no appointment could be found for those locally deployable, who could however be stationed in any appointment within their specified range,

f) All appointments and presbyters changing in a year would be included in the stationing matching material to ensure transparency and uphold connexional principles.

13.  The SRG believes that in the course of our consultations we have uncovered significant support for this way forward as we discern the challenges facing Methodism today. We accept that much more work needs to be done in 2008-09 (and have some working papers on this) but we believe that we have explored both the theology and the practicalities in sufficient depth for the Church to have confidence in our conclusions, and that the new system could be implemented in September 2010.   

12.
We recommend that the Methodist Church, whilst affirming that all ministers are connexionally stationed, accepts that full itinerancy, as seen, perceived and experienced in the past, is no longer practical for all, and that the Stationing Committee devise a flexible process of deploying presbyters connexionally and locally (e.g. per region or District) from September 2010.
R13/14: Should deacons and presbyters be stationed in the same way?

1. The Good Practice Guide defines both presbyteral and diaconal stationing processes. The presbyteral stationing matching meetings are the beginning of the process, as presbyters and circuits start to explore, under the guidance of the Spirit, what might be the best match. There is opportunity for either party to decline and to seek a future match to explore as part of their respective discernment. The meeting of the Diaconal Stationing Sub-committee is, on the other hand, the culmination of the process of information sharing, conversation and exploration with deacons and circuits, with the same Spiritual guidance, when deacons are directly matched with appointments: this is part of the deacon’s commitment to belonging to a religious order.

2. We observe that the Districts, through the Chairs as individuals or working together in the Stationing Matching Group, are able to share in oversight of the whole presbyteral stationing process in a way that enables mission and ministry needs to be addressed and priorities to be assessed. By contrast, the diaconal stationing process – in which the Order and Warden deal with circuits directly – is not transparent from the District Chairs’ perspective and therefore excluded from their oversight of overall district stationing.    

3. It must also be remembered that at present there are only 120 or so active deacons, spread thinly across the connexion: were there significantly more – a trend that we positively encourage elsewhere in this report - we believe that the present diaconal stationing process (only 15 to 20 deacons move each year) could not function in the same intimate way. We also encountered the stationing challenges of presbyters and deacons married to each other (there are four such pairs in 2007-08), and how the presbyteral and diaconal stationing processes can be faithfully and fairly operated, without giving undue preference to any individuals.

4.  We therefore suggest that District Chairs need to be drawn into the diaconal stationing loop in an appropriate manner. This will also facilitate the oversight of ‘establishment’ figures, which now include deacons and presbyters, as proposed in recommendation 15.            

5.  We feel strongly that some closer alignment of the two processes should be considered and propose that the chair of the Diaconal Stationing Sub-committee becomes an additional ex-officio member of Stationing Committee to facilitate this. 

6.  Finally, we note, for example, in the United Reformed Church that the same committee handles ministerial and Church Related Community Worker (CRCW) appointments, in order to benefit from an overview of the overall deployment of their nationally available resources. We submit that this is a relevant observation, acknowledging that CRCWs are not ordained ministers (as are Methodist deacons) but they are part of a nationally overseen resource.  

13.
We recommend that, to achieve a connexional overview, the Stationing Committee considers how the timing and conduct of the presbyteral and diaconal stationing matching processes can be more closely aligned, including, as soon as possible, the role of District Chairs within the diaconal stationing process.

14.
We recommend that the chair of the Diaconal Stationing Sub-committee be appointed an additional ex-officio member of the Stationing Committee with effect from September 2008. 

R15:  What are ‘establishment’ figures for, and should we have them?

1.  The matter of ‘establishment’ figures has been before the Stationing Committee in 2006, and, following some proposals, data was gathered from the districts. SRG agrees with the January 2006 report to that Committee that ‘some basis for ensuring best deployment’ is most helpful, counted per District. We do not believe that micro-management of circuit figures is sensible. This will enable Districts to determine their stationing priorities in the light of overall mission and ministry needs and opportunities and we believe that it complements recommendation 7 on unfilled stations. We discovered widespread support for this general policy. 

2.  We understand that this recent review was not completed and believe that a new list of establishment figures, perhaps renamed more appropriately ‘Ministry and Mission figures’, must be determined in order to ensure a fresh and fair start and that they count only presbyters and deacons. The list should be published in the Minutes of Conference, for reference. We regard lay people as authorised or appointed locally to focus on particular pieces of work and in some cases to be employed to replace volunteers no longer available: to attempt to include them alongside ordained calculations would be both inappropriate and extremely complex. We also note that some fine tuning to cover supernumeraries returned to active work (SO 792(3)) may be needed.

3.  For the record, we considered the possibility of scrapping these figures, at least for a while, and allowing the deployment of ministers to find its own level – rather akin to a floating exchange rate to settle relative currency levels. However, we felt that this risked unfairness, may precipitate a drift from less popular regions to more popular and prosperous ones and undermine districts’ abilities to fulfil mission needs. Nevertheless, the idea is not without merit especially if ways could be found to lessen the adverse effects.

So far, so good, but SRG then encountered the issues that the Stationing Committee itself exposed. They are twofold.

4.  First, ‘which presbyteral and diaconal stations and other posts within a district should be included in the figures and which excluded?’ It is clear that full-time equivalents should be counted, requiring detailed knowledge to be gathered from each Circuit. It is clear that the District Chair and ‘normal’ circuit appointments should be counted (or, strictly speaking, the proportion allocated to the Circuit if someone has two part-time appointments). It is not clear how to count posts that are wholly within the control of the Methodist Church but may be occupied by ordained or lay people, such as district development and evangelism enablers, training officers and in fresh expressions projects. Neither is it clear how to count the various chaplaincy posts, some of which are within the control of the Church and others not. We see that there is a danger of militating against presbyters being appointed to such posts in order to save space for them in circuit appointments. Indeed, as we observe elsewhere, it is very probable that the number of stations and posts that are other than ‘normal’ circuit appointments will increase.

5.  Secondly, ‘what should be the starting point for counting the figures, and on what should it be based to ensure it is perceived as fair to everyone?’ We could see the difficulties with this too, but have not begun to address them until we resolve the first issue. There is a further question of how to update the figures year on year.                   

6.  In making the recommendation below, SRG regrets that we have not brought definite proposals to Conference 2008 but we believe that with the support of the Stationing Committee to retain establishment figures counted per district, endorsed at its April 2008 meeting, such proposals can be developed for agreement by Conference 2009.  

15.
We recommend that establishment figures shall be counted at district level, to measure presbyteral and diaconal full-time equivalents, and that further work be undertaken by the Stationing Committee, for presentation to Conference 2009, to define those stations and posts to be included, and, in that light, what the initial figures shall be.  
R16:  Should we change the method of appointing Chairs of District?

1.  We have reviewed the present process of appointing District Chairs, to reply to Conference 2004 Memorial 5. We understand that the Memorial’s origin reflected some frustration with a particular experience but it is an isolated case as far as we can tell. We believe that there is merit not only in advertising for upcoming District Chair vacancies, but that (following the example of the recent round of advertising for senior Connexional Team posts) candidates should be able to apply directly as well as be nominated. Realistically the more modest approach of nomination is easily circumvented by those wishing it. We add that we suggest that presbyters already in a stationing process when a District Chair post is advertised should be free to apply if they so wish, accepting that if not selected they return to the matching process.

2. We suggest that the advertising approach enables these crucially important posts in the life of the Methodist Church to be open to all suitable candidates, whereas using the stationing matching process would confine the choice to those already declared to be moving in the year. The current process, properly operated, serves the church well and we commend its retention with the added suggestion about direct application.

16.
We recommend that the present process for appointing District Chairs be retained, with the suggestion that candidates may apply directly as well as be nominated.

R17: Who handles stationing matters between the Conference and November?

1.  It has become apparent that nobody really has responsibility for presbyteral stationing matters after Conference and before the next year’s cycle begins in November. Sometimes action is required, sometimes urgently. It would seem appropriate that the responsibility should rest with the convenor of the Stationing Action Group, under the President’s direction, and with the involvement of the Group. 

2.  We understand that the Warden of the Methodist Diaconal Order currently has this responsibility in respect of diaconal stationing. In the light of recommendations 13 and 14, it may be that the Warden should liaise with the Stationing Action Group if diaconal matters are raised: we suggest that this be included in the follow up to recommendation 13.   

17.
We recommend that presbyteral stationing matters arising between the end of the Conference and the beginning of the next year’s stationing cycle be the responsibility, under the direction of the President, of the convenor of the Stationing Action Group.

R18: What if grant funding for an appointment has not been secured?

1.  Noting the comment made before recommendation 8 about a drift away from ‘normal’ circuit appointments, this is accompanied in many cases by special financial provision to fund the post, some of which comes from district and connexional sources. It became evident to us that funding is sometimes presumed before it is agreed, and consequent assumptions are made by presbyters, circuits and other bodies (such as the prospective employer) that (1) inhibit presbyters from offering themselves for stationing matching and (2) encourage Circuits to seek replacements for presbyters expecting to be moving on. We think this is unsatisfactory, and that it be clarified that appointments – whether presbyteral or diaconal – must not be presumed until all funding from each source is agreed. We are pleased to report that the Resourcing Mission Grants Committee agrees with this proposed policy.

2.  In responding to comments from consultations that this may create practical timing difficulties, we nonetheless retain the recommendation with the suggestion that the newly emerging connexional and district grant-making structures and procedures should have sufficient flexibility to cope.

18.
We recommend that all grant applications must have received consent before (a) any profiles are submitted for diaconal, presbyteral or probationer appointments or (b) any post is advertised.

R19: Should the island Districts receive special consideration?

1. SRG’s attention was drawn, as a result of our thorough connexion-wide consultation, to the particular local expectations of the role of Methodist presbyters in island life and the stationing issues experienced by the island districts. Shetland is a widely spread single-circuit District that includes Fair Isle: the Isle of Man is moving from three Circuits to one, with the concomitant disadvantage of losing two superintendent appointments in phase 1 of stationing matching: the Channel Islands has two Circuits – Guernsey, which embraces Alderney and Sark, and Jersey.

2.  From a Methodist perspective these islands are small and remote and cannot easily handle ministerial staffing shortfalls. An unfilled station or a sudden emergency – as very sadly happened in Jersey in September 2007 – can present extreme difficulties. Therefore, we suggest that each of the island Districts is granted places in phase 1 of matching each year for up to two of their presbyteral appointments, whether superintendencies or not. This will help them enormously, but have minimal impact elsewhere because of the small numbers involved each year. We note that the comparable appointments in Gibraltar and Malta (both now South-East District) and the Isles of Scilly (Cornwall District) are all superintendencies, so are in phase 1 already.

3. We received similar representation from other Districts at the extreme geographies of mainland Britain – Cornwall and Scotland – and acknowledge their difficulties in attracting ministers, but we suggest that they are neither as remote nor inaccessible as the islands, nor do their local communities have the same expectations of the Methodist Church as in the islands.       

19.
We recommend that, with effect from September 2008, up to two of the changing stations in each of the island Districts (Shetland, Isle of Man and Channel Islands) be included in phase one of stationing matching. 

R20: Should Circuits be reshaped for more effective mission?

1. SRG is aware that there are already many initiatives to review circuit boundaries and reshape newly created, often larger and different Circuits as more effective and efficient units of mission. We highly commend these, and encourage others to follow suit. We emphasise that larger Circuits don’t simply mean more of the same but bigger: there is opportunity to find ‘new ways of being circuit’ to think strategically and flexibly about mission in geographic areas and communities in conjunction with ecumenical partners.

2. There are many benefits:

· More efficient units with greater critical mass, enabling better stewardship of all resources, releasing people from administration for mission, and capable of sustaining vision, people and finance over a longer period

· More effective and flexible use of people, lay and ordained, enabled to focus on their calling, competences, specialist skills, strengths, and interests in (for example) pastoral ministry, fresh expressions, pioneer ministry, external chaplaincy, youth work and so on

· Encouraging stronger identity as part of Methodism’s valued connexionalism, better able to contribute to the wider Church’s needs (for example in accommodating probationer ministers), and reversing the trend towards congregationalism

· Circuits can act as enabler and supporter of local church mission, but also as creator and encourager of new areas of mission and ministry that need wider vision, thinking and resources, for example by embracing chaplaincy as part of circuit role rather than as a peripheral parallel activity

· Circuits can exercise leadership of the process to achieve fewer churches and how they may link together as hubs, satellites and clusters

· Require significantly fewer superintendents: currently 1 presbyter in 3 is a superintendent – the Church needs to move towards 1 in 6, with full and proper training and supervision to enable them to exercise a major leadership role

· Practical advantages in providing ordained colleagueship for ministers and cover for absence (holidays, sickness, sabbaticals, other indisposition), and team working in conjunction with lay people.

3.  We urge the process of circuit reviews, supported by Districts, to continue apace as a general strategy unless there are specific reasons not to do so. We have been able to read an initial draft of the paper The Missional Nature of the Circuit presented as part of the Faith and Order Committee’s report to this Conference and envisage that it will develop refreshing reflections on new ways of being circuit in the 21st century. We do record, however, the need to take into account the concerns expressed in comments to SRG about the negative carbon footprint issues arising from travelling greater distances and fearing loss of identity if circuits become geographically too extended. 

4. At this stage, we concur with the recommendations in ‘Mapping a Way Forward’ (part of the General Secretary’s report 2007
) that district restructuring is deferred for five years or so, in order that the present Districts – with the support of the Methodist Council – may give full support to circuit restructuring.

20.
We affirm the whole ‘Mapping a Way Forward’ initiative, in particular its proposals to create fewer Circuits, and we recommend that ‘new ways of being circuit’ be explored. 

R21:  Should we still have single- and two-station circuits?

1.  For reasons outlined above, SRG believes that single- and two-station Circuits should be gradually phased out wherever possible. We do recognise that there are circumstances in some places where this may be impractical or undesirable for sound reasons and trust the Districts to oversee an orderly way forward. Recent analysis has revealed that 16% of all Circuits are single-station and a further 26% have two stations – there is therefore enormous opportunity for mergers. This recommendation thus applies to two out of every five Circuits throughout the connexion.

2.  Some single-station Circuits have sustained themselves well, having the good fortune of a succession of healthy and competent presbyters: others have been less lucky. We believe that generally the disadvantages outweigh any advantages and that no Circuit should have fewer than three ministers. The perceived practice of keeping single-station Circuits to ensure presence in phase 1 of stationing matching is unworthy.

3.  We suggest that this recommendation be incorporated in the process mentioned before recommendation 20, and welcome the initiative being taken by the Chairs’ Rural Group in this regard.

21.
We recommend that, other than in exceptional circumstances defined by a District (such as a widespread rural area, city or significant town centre or an ecumenical team), single- and two- station Circuits cease, and be joined together or with others.

R22/23:  How might Local Churches cooperate for more effective mission?

1.  The SRG recognises the faithfulness of Methodist people in their communities and their continued wish for presence and witness where they are. Sometimes their church, or chapel, is the only community building.

Nevertheless, we have received evidence of people tired of the burdens of office, administration and building maintenance, and believe that we must find ways to release resources for positive mission purposes to arrest the decline so widely experienced.

2.  We call for the realistic assessment of local situations and an acceptance that purposeful mission requires flexibility, partnership (Methodist and other) and a certain critical mass. Inevitably there will be further church closures, but we suggest that this be achieved within the context of circuit strategies and new models of being circuit and Church.

3.  The Circuit’s role, inter alia, is (1) to determine Methodist strategy for the area in conjunction with ecumenical partners and having regard to adjacent Circuits’ activities (2) to exercise leadership and bring critical mass and cohesion and (3) to enable, resource and support Local Churches and mission projects.

The focal point of mission can be (1) the Local Church (2) an area within a Circuit, using a church as a base and (3) the whole Circuit, again with base points.

4.  It is imperative to move on from the present generally independent and isolated approaches of individual churches towards shared and flexible ways of working that are appropriate for the area and communities covered by the Circuit. This includes how churches are arranged, grouped and supported and how mission activities are organised.

The emphasis is very much on new ways of working, and fitness for the purpose of the place and area. It will embrace the challenge of reducing numbers of church buildings, but in the context of thoroughly determined mission strategies.

5. The options for local church governance are broadly as follows:

· Church Councils retain their existing role

· Churches can retain their buildings and presence, but work together and invest trusteeship in a combined Church Council – this is already permitted, noting that it can be some or all of the churches in the Circuit, and is voluntary

· The Circuit Meeting could become the trustee of all churches and premises in the circuit, on a mandatory basis.

The second option is already implemented by some Circuits, with positive effect, though our evidence indicates that it is a facility within the Model Trust (16(k)) and SO (613(4)) not widely known. We suggest that Districts can promote this idea where appropriate and offer guidance and advice.

6.  The third option was tested out in the SRG’s 2006 enquiry and we have considerable feedback about it. Of the 97 respondents on the matter 59% were in favour and 41% against and many reasons for doing it and not doing it were rehearsed. We also note Memorial M63 in the 2007 Conference Agenda
 suggesting that Circuits and Districts have greater authority in these matters, and Notice of Motion 137 (Conference 2007)
 asking the Methodist Council to review the question of Circuits acting as trustees (as in the third option above) which is now being undertaken.
22.
We recommend that steps to establish (1) a single council covering several churches and (2) clusters of churches working together for effective mission be encouraged by the Districts. 

23.
We affirm our support for consideration of Notice of Motion 137 (Conference 2007), requesting the Methodist Council to review the matter of circuits acting as trustees, as a way forward.  

R24: What are the ecumenical implications of the SRG’s work?

1.  The Methodist Church is called to work ecumenically with many and varied denominations throughout Britain – Anglican (Church of England, Church in Wales, Scottish Episcopal), Roman Catholic, United Reformed Church, the Baptist Union, Church of Scotland, black-led and Pentecostal Churches, the Presbyterian Church of Wales and others. In these comments, SRG underlines that we invite Methodists in Scotland, Wales and the islands to reflect equally on the specific challenges they face, sometimes different from those in England. We are aware that all ecumenical partners are facing similar issues in seeking to structure ministry for mission.   

2. In England, we have an ongoing commitment to the Anglican/Methodist Covenant. The Joint Implementation Commission’s second interim report of 2007 admits to mixed feelings on the working progress of the Covenant and declares both encouragements and disappointments. On a positive note, it is being carried forward in many local situations with sharing in mission and ministry. At national and connexional levels, senior representatives are continuing to consult closely particularly with and through fresh expressions initiatives. There has also been progress within the issues of pastoral oversight, and the clarification of many areas of faith and order such as lay ministry, Church and state, and eucharistic theology. 

We are aware that there are ongoing conversations in Scotland and Wales to pursue their distinctive ecumenical agendas.

3.  The Church needs to be realistic in developing structures to facilitate mission and deploy its resources. This means a critical assessment of what is happening locally – partnership and flexibility are crucial. Where this works well ecumenically, it needs celebrating: where it doesn’t, there needs to be encouragement and a constant pushing of boundaries. Some (but not all) bishops want a lightness of touch, particularly in rural areas, with shared ministries where possible (as enabled by Church of England Canon B43).

4.  Many denominations are grappling with similar ‘stationing’ issues as they seek to deploy clergy and lay in various wider ministries. The Church of England dioceses and United Reformed Church provinces have targets to reduce the numbers of clergy. Despite the complexities, there is a need to see ecumenical work as a solution, not a problem: for instance, the joint training for lay readers and local preachers and training for Pioneer Ministries done through other denominations. At district level, there is a small but increasing number of United Areas joining larger Circuits/areas, and the appointing of ecumenical officers. Within Circuits, areas and parishes, youth and lay workers, recognised and regarded ministers, Methodist deacons and presbyters, lay readers and local preachers operate together and there is a growing number of Local Ecumenical Ministry Teams. Locally, ecumenical cell groups can be a fruitful breeding ground for pastoral care and nurturing discipleship – reflecting the ethos of the Methodist class meetings.

5.  There are at present 43 separate Church of England dioceses, 31 Methodist districts (including Scotland, Shetland, the Wales synod and Cymru) and 13 United Reformed Church synods (including Scotland and Wales); an Anglican benefice can have up to 18 parishes; deaneries will be larger by 2010, but so will Methodist Circuits. Through the impetus and challenge of recent Conference reports, some Districts have already taken steps to reconfigure their Circuits. Where new Circuits are being formed, the preferred intention (in England) is for geographical boundaries to match county identities and/or Anglican dioceses. This alignment through coterminous boundaries gives greater opportunities for productive ecumenical work though we recognise it will be a long haul.

6.  As SRG, we simply wish to encourage the ecumenical movement on the ground in each nation and island, and in collective groups, seeking to take opportunities as they arise. We suggest that this recommendation be referred to the Connexional Leadership Team and encourage its progress through all appropriate channels, such as District Synods, Circuit Meetings and Church Councils.

24.
We recommend that ecumenical collaboration at church/parish, circuit/deanery and district/diocese/synod levels continue to be vigorously encouraged and that windows of opportunity (such as when clergy move) and propitious moments (such as the Church of England looking at new models of ministry to cover larger parish areas and new provincial structures in the United Reformed Church) be grasped. 

R25: Can we remain in all geographic areas?

1. Contrary to perceived collective memory, and throughout its history, a Methodist presence has not been evident in every village and locality in the connexion. Whilst this is more readily visible in Scotland, it is true of some areas of England and Wales too. Those brought up in Cornwall or County Durham, with several chapels in every village, would be surprised to notice their absence in, for instance, west Kent. The islands all have strong Methodist traditions that offer a distinctive identity.

2.  There is a crucial question however to be faced. What is the most important – a Methodist presence, or the presence of Methodist Christians working in revitalised partnerships through traditional, new, or fresh ways of being church, perhaps based in another church’s or community buildings? A united witness follows Christian obedience to Christ’s prayer for the unity of His followers. We are aware of the pain of pulling out of some areas, and recognise that a theology that asserts that ‘all may be saved’ necessitates being present among ‘those who need you most’: but Methodism can’t be everywhere as a separate Church and it never was.

3.  We are indebted to the Scotland District, with its distinctive experience, for articulating that it is possible to be Christian in a Methodist way within the structures of another tradition, and commend this concept to the Church. One of the whole Methodist Church’s tasks is to enable our tradition to be sustained through Methodist people worshipping in other Churches. We therefore challenge the Methodist Church to confront this dilemma with its ecumenical partners and suggest it be progressed by the Connexional Leadership Team.

25.
We recommend that, acknowledging the generally declining membership and attendance in all denominations, the widening geographic areas covered by clergy of all churches, and the disparate demands upon them as other agencies offer less, the Methodist Church (1) reviews whether or not it can continue to be present in its current shape in all regions and places covered by the connexion and (2) devises ways to uphold Methodist people worshipping in partner Churches. 

R26: How might we best make these decisions ecumenically?

1.  In a submission to SRG, a view was expressed that being realistic means acknowledging the great difficulty in making ecumenical decisions. Some United Reformed Churches have no experience of working in a Circuit, even though they may be within a United Area. There are also many restrictions within the established Church of England, for example, incumbents still having freehold. However, sufficient and thoughtful forward planning should be able to determine which church should be present in a certain area. There will then be Christians in a place rather than Anglican, Methodist, Church of Scotland etc members. It is a fact that many ancient parish churches are in need of structural repair and expected modern facilities, yet suffer from inhibiting planning restrictions. Opportunities to strengthen social cohesion arise where a community utilises its church buildings creatively.

2.  The Priorities for the Methodist Church (2004) state the commitment to work in partnership with others wherever possible. Presence (2004), Seeds in Holy Ground (Archbishop’s Council 2005) and Faith in Rural Communities (Arthur Rank Centre 2006) are three important resources for reflection on our understanding of ecumenical mission in rural areas. The Methodist Conference of 2004 gave a solemn commitment to rural communities to promote and sustain an effective Christian presence in villages.

3.  The ‘church versus chapel’ culture, still permeating many villages, must be strongly resisted. Parity of esteem is essential in ecumenical and especially rural work. 

4.  We commend all the work currently being done by many like-minded people, and believe that a firmer push can be made towards rationalising the Christian presence in communities, whether urban or rural. We reflect much feedback to SRG that cooperation of our ecumenical partners is not always forthcoming or consistent in these matters. We suggest that the Connexional Leadership Team with appropriate ecumenical bodies and individuals progresses this.

26.
We recommend that, as part of ecumenical progress, the Methodist Church seeks to enter agreed commitments with partner churches resolving that at least one will retain an effective presence in all communities where such currently exists, and that all denominations are actively encouraged not to take unilateral decisions on this matter. 
R27: What about the long-term ecumenical horizon?

1.  We have already acknowledged that enthusiasm for ecumenical work is patchy. At national level there remains the important issue of a mutual recognition of orders of ministry. To consider the future shape of Christian presence in the British Isles, it is vital to have proper and detailed ecumenical forward planning. Referring to rural ministry, but relevant to suburban, urban and city centre work, the Presence report says: ‘An effective Christian Presence (in villages) will always be an ecumenical one - one in which a priestly, prophetic and evangelising ministry is exercised’.

2.  In all areas, not just rural, a decrease in services for the community such as shops, banks and post offices brings challenges for a Christian ecumenical community presence. As Christians, what priorities are already shared, and what and where are the opportunities for doing things together to shape the longer term future?

3.  This may seem to be departing from SRG’s remit, but, as we look towards the longer term horizon, we offer this recommendation as a natural progression from the others and refer it to the ‘Ecumenical Review Group’ being proposed to Conference 2008 to develop an ecumenical vision for the whole Church. (We invite this Group to consider recommendations 25 and 26 also.)

27.
We recommend that the British Methodist Church initiates steps, as part of our ecumenical journey, to achieve a shared vision with our partners about the future shape of Christian presence in our nations and islands. 

R28/29: What special steps are needed in rural areas?

1.  The brightly lit view of Britain from space at night, suggesting a largely urban land, is deceptive. Rural areas do still exist and always will: we celebrate them. According to 2004-05 figures, village rural churches accounted for 46% of Methodist churches (2642 in number) and small town churches a further 19% (1029): that’s almost two-thirds in all. The fact is that there are more of them than is imagined, and many are part of larger town and city circuits. Membership of these churches is often small. 75% have a membership of less than 25 with a further 18% a membership of between 25 and 30. Some will inevitably close. However as the National Rural Officer for the Church of England has pointed out, ‘rural churches are a valuable part of the church and need to be cherished and encouraged’. 

2.  The British government increasingly recognises that faith communities have a role in creating cohesive communities.  Faith in Rural Communities states that ministers and buildings are a significant resource in villages and add a considerable amount to community vibrancy.  In addition, from 2007, all local authorities will have Local Area Agreements.  One of the themes of such Agreements is working for stronger communities and community development - an opportunity for church outreach and support. As was mentioned above, Presence recognised that ‘An effective Christian presence in villages will always be an ecumenical one … one in which a priestly, prophetic and evangelising ministry is exercised’.  It is the visible community of faith that is important for bringing the love of God and the challenge of the Gospel to the wider community.

3.  Therefore we believe that as an interim step in the ecumenical pilgrimage in rural areas, whilst the denominations retain their own identities, the sharing of resources of ministry and buildings is strongly encouraged. And we suggest that Methodism’s unique connectedness enables the church to share within and between Districts and Circuits our thinking, experience and resources. 

4. We suggest that the Chairs’ Rural Group, supported by the Connexional Leadership Team, the Arthur Rank Centre and ecumenical partners as appropriate take these recommendations on board. 

28.
We recommend that to sustain a viable presence in rural areas, the churches move towards sharing the resources of both ministry and buildings.

29.
We recommend that Districts and Circuits be encouraged to reflect on the ways in which rural ministry can be sustained and mutually supported through networks and partnerships.

Section 3 (Recommendations 30 – 38): Ordained ministry within the ministry of the people of God

Preface

1.  Throughout this report, SRG has asserted that the ministry of the ordained exists only to serve the ministry of the whole Church.

2.  Releasing Ministers for Ministry aimed ‘to clarify the nature of the relationship between ministers (presbyters) and the Church and thereby release ministers to fulfil their vocation, and the Church its calling, more effectively’ by ‘Giv(ing) better effect to a single presbyteral ministry’ and ‘Develop(ing) a single transparent process of stationing for the most effective deployment of that ministry’
. The concept of ministry teams, involving lay people, deacons and presbyters, used in the present report clearly implies that the basic elements of presbyteral ministry (word, sacrament and pastoral responsibility) and of diaconal ministry (witness through service) must indeed focus the ministry of every member, not replace it.

At the same time each order of ministry carries particular responsibilities of office. All members may play a part in these ministries: the Church holds the ordained specifically accountable and says, ‘You must’. This does not mean ‘doing it all’, yet within a team setting the ordained have particular responsibilities because of their being held to account. 

Presbyters and deacons are accountable to the Church for the exercise of their ministry. They are accounted for by the Church in respect of their deployment and the support they require for their ministry (SOs 700 & 701).
 They are also accountable for the Church as they exercise their ministry. Presbyters are formally accountable for the Church through their ordination to the ministry of pastoral responsibility. Presbyters and deacons are also responsible for the faithfulness of the Church as they carry out respectively their ministries of word and sacrament and witness through service. They are ordained to these ministries not so that they alone may carry them out, but in order to focus and represent those ministries so that the whole Church may see them more clearly and exercise them better. (See the reports What is a Presbyter?,  What is a Deacon? and The Covenant Relationship for those who are ordained and in Full Connexion.)
3.  The ministry of deacons relates particularly to the Church in its dispersed mode as it exercises the ministry of witness through service. It involves their being stationed in a wide variety of appointments.
 In ordination deacons have taken on the privilege of being responsible for the dispersed Church’s faithfulness, to the extent that that faithfulness is resourced by their life and example. The stationing of deacons thus has a Church dimension as well as a community dimension (the two together making up the Kingdom dimension). Deacons are not stationed merely to do pieces of work in the places where they need doing, but to shine their focused light of witness through service, and as members of a religious order, in the places where the Church needs it to be shone.

In summary, then, within a team ministry setting the deacon’s particular ministry of witness through service will consist of:

· Witnessing to Christ by focusing for and representing to all the ministry of witness through service

· Witnessing to Christ by holding before the Church the model of community offered by a dispersed religious order.
4.  The ministry of presbyters has three aspects - of the Word, of the sacraments and of pastoral responsibility. The ministry of the Word (embracing ‘formal and informal preaching, evangelism, apologetic, theological and prophetic interpretation, teaching and the articulation of faith and human experience’) does not belong in terms of function exclusively to presbyters. To local preachers as well as presbyters the Church says, ‘As you are able you must, for your lifetime, carry out the task of formal preaching’. But while the local preacher is accountable for what s/he preaches, the presbyter is held accountable for the whole Church’s faithfulness in its ministry of the Word. Presbyters must be theologically literate if they are to fulfil this role of oversight; hence the level of resourcing that is put into their theological education. But this gift from the Church is one to be shared as presbyters play their part in resourcing the ministry of others: Methodism’s prizing of experience too often gives rise to an anti-intellectualism that inhibits a proper teaching role for the presbyter.

In summary, then, within a team ministry setting the presbyter’s particular ministry of the Word, will consist of:

· Exercising this ministry together with every member as gifted and authorised

· Seeing that ‘all is well’ in general and being accountable

· Sharing the gifts of knowledge she/he has received in order to develop and sustain the whole Church’s ministry of the Word in the widest sense

· Being valued for the gifts of knowledge she/he brings.

5.  The presbyter’s place in the ministry of the sacraments is laid down in Conference statements on presidency at Holy Communion which emphasise the role of representative and focus of the celebration of the whole people of God. The role of presidency at Holy Communion is central to the ministry of the presbyter within a team. What is not so clear, however, is the place of celebrations of Holy Communion within the life of the Church. The report His Presence Makes the Feast (2003) offered conflicting evidence of the level of ‘demand’ for communion services and made no recommendations as to an appropriate frequency. There is a danger of a ‘demand-led’ situation (applicable to both the frequency and the location of communion services) resulting in nearly all the appointments of some presbyters being eucharistic. Some regard this situation as unreasonable, while others revel in it. 

6.  Sacramental ministry is not confined to Holy Communion. Probationers and local preachers may baptise, subject to approval by the superintendent (SO 010A(2)). The presbyter’s role is thus once again to ensure that the sacrament is an act of the whole Church.

7.  In summary, then, within a team ministry setting the presbyter’s particular ministry of the sacraments will consist of:

· Presidency at Holy Communion as shaped by local factors within such frameworks as may be laid down by the Conference

· Being accountable (through the Superintendent) for the conduct of baptisms.

8. Presbyters exercise the ministry of pastoral responsibility by being accountable through the Church’s structures for that part of God’s people to whom they are appointed. Within a team setting the relationship between pastoral care, pastoral responsibility and pastoral charge needs to be clearly articulated and carefully handled. (Full definitions of these terms are given in What is a Presbyter?
) Methodism has a strong tradition of the exercise of pastoral care by lay officers (class leaders and pastoral visitors) which in many places is alive and well. It may be undermined by the tendency to view the minister as the professional expert (alongside professionalization in so many fields, from childcare to singing). But it also needs to be held together with the fact that the presbyter’s accountability in the ministry of pastoral responsibility is ultimately about people and must be based on sufficient knowledge. Pastoral care and communication within any team ministry must be shaped in a way that builds knowledge and trust while not requiring the presbyter to do it all.

9. In summary, then, within a team ministry setting the presbyter’s particular ministry of pastoral oversight will consist of:

· maintaining communication in the best possible way so as to have an overview of pastoral care

· using administrative responsibilities to exercise oversight and build pastoral contact 

· not trying to do everything.

10. While these fundamental components of diaconal and presbyteral ministry must remain the same, they can be expressed in practice in very different ways. 
R30: Must a lifelong ministry always stay the same?

1. Methodism holds firm to the principle of lifelong ordination and we make no proposals to change this fundamental principle. As one respondent commented ‘Lifelong ministry expressed in ordination remains a valid concept and an expression of radical obedience and discipleship’. In today’s society, however, very little is viewed as lifelong. We need to look very seriously at what we expect, or do, that might be a hindrance to attracting younger people to ministry in the very different world of today.

2. SRG found evidence that some younger people were put off entering ministry because of a seeming lifelong commitment to one particular type of ministry. This is also emphasised in a Methodist Church in Ireland Conference Report 2007 which states: ‘Compared with former generations many people today are only prepared to accept responsibility for short term projects within Church life but unwilling to commit to anything which carries long term accountability. Many young people entering the employment field, where the emphasis is on short-term contracts, do so on the understanding that there will be many changes before they reach the age of retirement’.

3. We also noted that, over the years, many who enter ministry with the best of intentions and become ordained, have chosen to opt out of circuit ministry, commonly by the end of second appointments, and we observe that the work of the Stationing Advisory Committee is often crucial in influencing outcomes.  

4. We therefore believe that the assumption that, within a framework of lifelong ordination, both initial and lifelong commitment will be to a particular expression of ministry should be challenged. Exploring ways of embracing those, especially the young, who may at present only be able to see shorter term horizons could enable valuable contributions to the mission of our church in today’s world to be harvested. They hear God’s call in unwonted ways.   

We suggest that this recommendation be referred to the Methodist Council for action in 2008-09.

30.
We recommend that the Church encourages young people to listen to God’s call to ordained ministry and seeks new, creative and flexible ways of responding to their offer and commitment. 

R31: Are appropriate gifts available to be deployed through stationing?

1. All Christians, lay and ordained alike, exercise their discipleship within the matrix of calling, gifts and discipline as enshrined in the Methodist Covenant Service. For those ordained to a lifetime representative ministry there are particular issues about the relationship between these three elements. A calling to ordained ministry is not about offering my gifts for the fulfilment of my ministry. It is about offering the gifts God has graciously given me in God’s service, to be used as the Church discerns. Nevertheless the Church can fail to make use of gifts which God has given to a person, and which are in fact needed by the Church, by failing to provide the appropriate means for identifying, developing and using them.

2.  At times Methodist Church candidating procedures have found difficulty in accommodating people with a very definite call to a specific form of ministry. The church is littered with those who have struggled with the system as candidates, yet still feel the call of God on their lives. Further, one of the effects of ‘one training fits all’ is that we have some excellent all round ministers but haven’t been able to equip those with particular gifts and graces.

3.  The Church can ‘call forth the gifts of people’ from enormously rich and varied backgrounds.  In this context, may we encourage the church to reflect that, following the Conference 2006 report
 on the subject, impairment is highlighted as a gift to the church, and ministers with impairments can be embraced within this recommendation. All gifts are offered in a unique combination because all people have received God’s bounty in different contexts of, for example, gender, ethnicity, personality, family circumstance, health, education – the list is endless. Not all gifts are appropriate for ordained ministry, but the Church must not take a narrow view of those that are.

4.  Some have argued that ‘it is in itinerancy that we discover what our gifts are’, whilst others believe that many gifts can be discerned through the candidating process and initial training stage. With all the opportunities facing the wider Church for ministry in many creative situations, we believe that ways must be found to affirm specific gifts within all ministers, as well as cherish the broad-based gifts most associated with those called to the ‘general practice’ context of circuit-based ministry. 

5. We recommend that the work going on among various committees of the Church – the Ministerial and Diaconal Candidates Selection Committees, the Training Strategy and Resources Executive and the Ministerial and Diaconal Candidates and Probationers Oversight Committees – continue in order to progress this matter further, so that the gifts of God in people are recognised and can be enabled into ordained ministry. 

31.
We recommend that, in an increasingly diverse society, the Church calls for and explicitly recognises the particular gifts all people offer to ordained ministry and the focused nature of their call, so that they may be appropriately stationed for specific expressions of ministry in the life of the church. We recognise that this applies to candidating, training and subsequent stationing. 
R32: Should we welcome older candidates for ministry?

1. With the possibility of working beyond what used to be normal pensionable date already existing for ministers, the SRG feels that the length of service discussion related to candidating needs to be revisited. We received some passionate letters from people in their mid-50s, who fully accepted that they would be subject to the same rigorous candidating procedures, who were barred from offering for ordained ministry and who were not seeking stipend or manse: the church is missing opportunities. When ministers become supernumeraries they do not cease to be ministers. They are ordained for life and some continue an active ministry for many years.

2. We noted the resolution Conference 2007 passed on the matter (to revert to existing practice rather than change the Standing Orders to reduce the expected length of service
) and regret that we did not vigorously oppose the carried Notice of Motion at the time. And we observe, without any further comment, the need to bear in mind employment law at all times.

3. We invite the Ministerial and Diaconal Candidates Selection and Probationers Oversight Committees to take this recommendation on board.   

32.
We recommend that the maximum possible flexibility be applied to the admission of candidates at the upper end of the age scale, taking into account individual circumstances and bearing in mind the flexible retirement policy and employment law.

The following notice of motion was also adopted:

Notice of Motion 119: Removal of Candidating Age Restriction
The Conference directs the Methodist Council, in consultation with such bodies as it thinks fit, to take such steps as may be necessary to establish the effects of recommendation 32 (p 518) for individual candidates in respect of pension, housing, stationing and any other matters the Council thinks relevant in time for any implications to be made clear to candidates coming before Connexional Candidates Committees in 2009.

R33: Could the connexion make better use of the ministry offered by supernumeraries?

1. We have concluded from feedback received that the ministry offered by supernumeraries has changed in recent years in ways that cause it to be out of step with the structures and assumptions which govern it. We offer three main observations in support of this statement: (1) longer life expectancy and improved general health may mean that more supernumerary ministers feel able to offer longer ongoing ministry (2) flexible retirement legislation gives this ministry a different financial and legal setting and (3) people who came into ministry later in life are now reaching retirement and may have additional capacity and calling to offer ministry as supernumeraries.

2.  We emphasise that we are not being prescriptive: extension of ‘working’ years must be on a voluntary basis and there must be no expectation of anyone. We simply wish to open a more formal door for those whom it will assist in their continued discipleship and ministry.

3.  Carrying out this recommendation will mean working out details of the proposed scheme and revisiting the relevant Standing Orders, but the latter will have to be done in any case to deal with flexible retirement. Ways will have to be found of describing the level of accountability of supernumerary ministers. We affirm the work already going on through the Ordained Ministries Committee to revise the Standing Orders which currently equate ‘having pastoral charge’ with ‘having returned to the active work’ and (by implication) ‘being in receipt of a stipend’.

4.  We suggest that the Ordained Ministries Committee (already looking at these issues) in conjunction with the Stationing Committee progresses this. 

33.
We recommend that the good practice which already exists in some Districts to ascertain more formally the availability and expectations of retired ministers be implemented throughout the connexion, and that a ‘register and clearing house’ scheme for active supernumeraries might be more appropriate than Circuits advertising for posts.

R34:  How well is our ministerial training serving the needs of the Church?

1.  In our consultations we discovered that some people wonder if the problem is not so much about shortage but about how we deploy the ministers we have. So it could be argued that God is calling enough people to ministry – but do we recognise all the ways He calls? This is related to recommendation 31 as we can ask ‘what sort of ministers do we want?’, ‘how should we train them?’ and ‘how do we select and train people for specific ministries?’

2.  We make mention here of the rapid growth of congregations from other countries with Methodist connections who use Methodist churches in Britain, worship in their native language and pattern, often elect/select their own pastor and wish to be embraced within our connexional fellowship. At a 2007 count there were 36 such congregations from 15 countries present in 11 different British districts. Stationing and training are but two of the many challenges to be addressed.

3.  It is also evident that the traditional one-size-fits-all model of superintendent is no longer applicable. We cannot have similar patterns or expectations of a superintendent of a Circuit with 8 churches and 3 staff (ordained and lay) alongside another with 35 churches and 15 staff. As we anticipate that Circuits will grow in size, we believe that the superintendent’s role will become one of major leadership for which aptitude, experience and training are mandatory. We commend What is a Circuit Superintendent? (2005) for reference and also highlight recommendation 36.

4.  Further, there are a relatively small number of specialised appointments (for example, City Centre churches) for which focused preparation, training and handover beforehand ought to be a prerequisite. We recommend that this be implemented and in each case negotiated after stationing matching to be undertaken in the months prior to take up of appointment.

5. We suggest that this recommendation be referred to the Training Strategy and Resources Executive, with the cooperation of relevant Districts and Circuits, and encourage the use of feedback from ministerial appraisals in determining personal training needs.

34.
We recommend that presbyteral and diaconal training be more sharply focussed into (a) common initial training for all, (b) specialist training and preparation for the diverse expressions and settings of ministry, such as distinctive appointments and (c) longer term development through reviews and further training.

R35: How can we give people the best possible start in their ministry?

1.  We are convinced that the nature of a first appointment is critical, and we affirm how important mentoring is in the initial years of ministry, especially during probation, and the crucial role played by superintendents: early disenchantment sadly can lead to early resignation, as our consultations testified.

2.  Therefore we suggest that (1) sufficient appointments suitable for probationers be designated across the connexion (to be facilitated by the emergence of larger Circuits), (2) preparation for superintendency, covered in recommendation 36, must include thorough training on supervising probationers and (3) the competence and willingness to supervise probationers be tested before superintendents are stationed in these key appointments.

3. We suggest that this recommendation be referred to the Ministerial and Diaconal Candidates and Probationers Oversight Committees and the Stationing Committee to ensure each aspect is addressed, and indeed we note with pleasure that it is already proposed to make it mandatory from September 2008 for superintendents of probationers to have received training in supervision and themselves to be in supervision.

35.
We recommend, with immediate effect, an increasingly rigorous approach to initial appointments to ensure good supervision and colleagueship throughout the term of the appointment as well as an appropriate appointment for the individual.

R36: How can we equip and support superintendents?

1.  Many discussions of shapes of ministry, lay and ordained, come round eventually to the key role of the superintendent. We are aware of the many and growing demands made of superintendents in contexts where managerial responsibilities can too often overshadow the nature of the oversight that truly belongs to this role. 

2.  No secular organisation would appoint to such a key role someone who had not been properly equipped. Our vision is for a connexion where superintendents, carefully selected, well trained, supported and supervised, can exercise their responsibility ‘to help Circuits to create strategy and policy for their worship and mission, witness and holiness’ and can be ‘women and men of vision, with the capacity to inspire and enable the staff, the stewards and the churches of the Circuit to look beyond the institution to the Kingdom of God.’ We commend What is a Circuit Superintendent?
 for reference.

3.  It should be clear from what is outlined above that we do not view training as the purely functional acquisition of a set of skills or managerial competencies. The training of deacons and presbyters through initial training and probation aims to develop attitudes, habits and dispositions as well as skills. A similar pattern is present in the training already offered to superintendents and will need to be developed and enriched into a full set of outcomes if a full training programme is put in place. This is not to decry the importance of particular skills, chief among them efficiency in administration and the interpersonal skills needed to promote good relationships, challenge appropriately and resolve conflict. And just as initial training and probation are only the start of ministerial development, so initial training for superintendency must be followed by continuing development, support and supervision.

4.  In making the recommendation below, we underline that completion of the training does not of itself lead to superintendency, but superintendency must not be possible without it and that it must be completed in full before considering such an appointment. We suggest too that the ministers’ appraisal process may be a helpful vehicle in discerning both calling and competency for superintendency.

5.  We suggest that this recommendation can be implemented by (1) Districts using the Continuing Development funding allocated to them, (2) Forums co-ordinating training programmes devised by institutions within their Network and (3) the Training Strategy and Resources Executive validating those programmes and monitoring their effectiveness.

36.
We recommend that consideration of an offer of appointment as a superintendent minister be conditional upon the satisfactory completion of a connexionally validated training programme.

R37: Is the Church developing its diaconal ministry most effectively?

1. There are many expressions of and great opportunities for ministries that are community-based rather than church-based. There is evidence that a number of people who feel called to fresh expressions of ministry or evangelism are very enthusiastic to exercise that ministry, but do not feel called, or see themselves, as a presbyter in circuit ministry – though there are many who do. There is also evidence that significant work in fresh expressions of ministry is undertaken by deacons as well as by presbyters and lay people. 

2.  Over the past few years, some Circuits have approached the Methodist Diaconal Order requesting deacons for specialised ministries amongst the young, in community development, in church planting etc. Sometimes the Warden has been able to respond positively but at other times the Order has not had people with such gifts to offer because of the small numbers of deacons available. We do affirm the Order’s direct stationing policy as a means of enabling appointments to be filled with certainty, so long as deacons are available. 

3.  In our discussions SRG began to see the tremendous opportunities for deacons, alongside the ministries of lay people and presbyters. However, our consultations revealed significant continuing ignorance and confusion amongst Methodist people about the role of diaconal ministry and we urge that this challenge is addressed.

4.  We believe that our society is crying out for love and pastoral care through a breadth of ministry, and that the Church needs to be able to respond and offer a trained diaconate to work alongside lay people to be the leaven in communities as a post-Christendom model of ministry. New energy and resources would thereby be brought to our Church through both ordained and lay.

5.  In consultations, SRG was occasionally accused of championing a recruitment drive for the Diaconal Order: we make no apology for this, as we see it directly aiding our remit.   

6.  We suggest that this recommendation be referred to the Methodist Diaconal Order and the Connexional Leadership Team. 

37.
We recommend that all Circuits in Methodism be encouraged and enabled to understand the opportunities for all ministries, lay and ordained, and specifically that the whole Church embrace the opportunity of increasing the scope and expression of diaconal ministry.

R38: Are ministers sufficiently aware of the needs of rural areas?

1.  There appears to be a lack of enthusiasm amongst some presbyters to go to rural areas as evidenced by preference lists at stationing matching meetings.  Again from Presence, ‘Many presbyters and deacons perceive rural ministry as unattractive’. The reasons for this are not wholly clear. It may be that few candidates and presbyters come from rural backgrounds and are therefore unaware of the opportunities that rural ministry can present. It may be that they perceive rural areas as physically isolated backwaters instead of often vibrant communities. In fact, mission opportunities, pastoral issues and matters of justice and equality can be as equally absorbing, challenging and rewarding in rural areas as in urban. Small congregations have advantages also – a greater sense of community and lighter structures because it is not possible to do everything. So there may be fewer meetings and what is done is done well.

2.  We believe that the challenges of rural areas must be publicised and that training be given to inspire and equip presbyters and deacons for this work. The Arthur Rank Centre is only too ready to support this. Maybe structured exchange opportunities for ministers can be created to facilitate understanding and experience coupled with mid-career development courses. Maybe there are certain presbyteral posts for which experience in a rural area is a compulsory condition.

3.  We refer this recommendation to the Training Strategy and Resources Executive, the training institutions and the Arthur Rank Centre.

38.
We recommend that all ministers, before initial appointment and throughout their ministry, be urged to recognise the opportunities and challenges of rural areas and the calling of a Christian living in the countryside, and that they be specifically trained (initially and afterwards) to be equipped for such ministry.

3.  FINAL COMMENTS

Standing Orders

We are mindful that many of our recommendations may require changes to Standing Orders, but defer this exciting task until the Conference approves the principles embodied in our recommendations.  

Thanks

The Stationing Review wishes to record its gratitude to Adam Dyjasek who provided us with various administrative services and the Revd Graham Hindle who organised pieces of research and prepared powerpoint presentations. They both willingly attended our meetings and offered their advice and support in invaluable ways.

We are most indebted too to the Revd Roger Cresswell for the painstaking analysis of the responses to our initial questionnaire, and to the Revd Don Pickard for the research on presbyteral movement between circuit and other appointments.

4.  RESOLUTIONS

SRG is resolved that the Conference should have opportunity to consider each of the 38 recommendations on its own merit, and has given the Methodist Council and the Stationing Committee that assurance. To propose and vote on each individually, however, would be very time-consuming. Therefore we suggest that groups of recommendations be taken together, as below, with the clear understanding that the Conference may, by Notices of Motion beforehand, extract specific recommendations from the groups for individual resolution. 

***RESOLUTIONS 

48/1. 
The Conference receives the Report.

48/2. 
The Conference adopts recommendations 1, 2 and 24.

48/3.
The Conference adopts recommendations 8, 11 and 20.

48/4. 
The Conference refers recommendations 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 10, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 21, 22, 23, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 30, 31, 33, 34, 35, 36, 37 and 38 to the Methodist Council and the Stationing Committee, for the Council and the Stationing Committee, in consultation with the other committees named in the recommendations, either to bring an integrated and prioritised plan for their implementation to the Conference of 2009 or where practical to proceed to earlier implementation.
48/5. 
withdrawn
48/6. 
withdrawn
48/7. 
withdrawn
48/8. 
withdrawn
48/9.
The Conference receives the report as its reply to M19 (2006).

48/10.
The Conference receives the report as its reply to M63 (2007).

48/11.
The Conference receives the report as its reply to M5 (2004).

Appendix 1: Stationing Review Group 

The Stationing Review Group comprised the following members, appointed by and representative of the Methodist Council and Stationing Committee.

Revd Carrie Seaton, Mrs Linda Innes, Revd Christopher Humble, Revd Stephen Poxon, Mrs Margaret Havers, Revd Margaret Jones, Revd Jennifer-Ann Sweet and Mr John Bell (convenor). 

Appendix 2: Consultation processes
The SRG’s questionnaire issued in late 2006 elicited 191 responses from across the connexion. Of these, 25 were from groups and 166 from individuals (of whom 25% were lay). Responses came in from all districts but one.

The Conference 2007 workshop was widely representative of lay and ordained, from most Districts.

Following the publication of our Consultation Paper in December 2007, a series of meetings arranged by the Districts in early 2008 included all Districts but three, at which over 1000 people were involved, as we mentioned in the report. 

We also received submissions (at this stage and earlier) from the Methodist Diaconal Order, the Fresh Ways Working Group (on behalf of Fresh Expressions of Church initiatives), the Joint Implementation Commission, the Methodist City Centre Network, the Faith and Order Committee, and the National Rural Office of the Methodist Church and United Reformed Church.

At various points during the project we also consulted (within the Methodist Church) with: the Equality and Diversity Officer, the Ordained Ministries Committee, the Chairs’ Rural Group, the Black and Asian Ministers’ Forum, the Youth Conference Executive, the Resourcing Mission Grants Committee, the Ethnic Congregation Conference, the Lay Workers’ Conference and other parallel projects and initiatives.

We met with the Arthur Rank Centre, ecumenical partners from the Church of England and the United Reformed Church, and were privileged to observe a full meeting of the latter’s equivalent to the Methodist Stationing Matching Group.      

Finally, we are grateful for the constant guidance and encouragement of the Methodist Council and Stationing Committee, our parent bodies, whom we consulted from time to time. 
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