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Report to Methodist Council concerning the future of Women’s Network

Introduction 

There was a high awareness in the group that we were undertaking the work asked of us not only in the light of the most recent report to Methodist Council, but following upon considerable thought and reflection by many people around the Connexion through a number of working groups, wide consultation, and a steering group that had reported to Women’s Network Connexional Committee. 

Task of the group

The group’s task was to consider the following recommendations contained in the report brought to the Methodist Council by Women’s Network in February 2008:

(1) Methodist Council reviews its decision to recommend independence from the Connexional Team for the movement known as Women’s Network;

(3) Methodist Council views the proposed post of a Gender Officer in the Equality and Diversity report as the place where the transition work is held until resolved;

(4) Methodist Council identifies how the voice of Methodist women will be represented on National bodies that help to determine government policy on a variety of issues;

(5) Methodist Council identifies how the issues traditionally seen as women’s concerns, such as domestic abuse, trafficking and prostitution, are placed on the church’s agenda in future.

The group recognised that an underlying thread through all these issues is not only how they are accomplished, but also how they are resourced and sustained. 

Method adopted by the group

The group found a way of visualising the task entrusted to us, in the image of a tree. The canopy of the tree we worked with was a complex structure of twigs and branches representing those things with links to Women’s Network which we felt needed to be sustained. Some of these branches related to the past, recognising that for many women the memories of their years in Women’s Work and Women’s Fellowship are still carried as a vital part of their Christian faith journey: some related to the ways in which we have become accustomed to doing things in the current phase: some related to present and future possibilities, such as fresh expressions of women’s groups, and future projects and campaigns. This image of the tree allowed us then to see how these things might be sustained, i.e. what needs to be represented in the roots of the tree, and how those things find their way up through the trunk to the branches. This image helped us to recognise that many of these things appeared both as ‘root’ and as ‘branch’, perhaps having both an invisible sustaining role and a visible ‘advocacy’ role. This is true of the WN Connexional Committee, the Gender Justice Committee, the Equalities and Diversity Project, the World Federation of Methodist and Uniting Church Women, and Fresh Expressions and Emerging Church. We also noted that the present Secretary for Worship and Learning, and the future Secretaries for both Internal and External Affairs appeared on this diagram as having both a sustaining and an advocating role in relation to all the concerns in ‘the canopy’. We placed the current Women’s Network Connexional Secretary and the designated WN office space at Methodist Church House as currently forming the trunk of the tree. This helped us to focus our attention upon the question of how to sustain the ‘branches’ once this resource is removed, in September 2008. It also helped us to see the work and presence of Women’s Network and related concerns in the wider context of the whole connexion, and its resources.

We were further helped in our thinking by the proposals that had come from the women of ‘Area 8’ in the Women’s Network structure. These proposals were especially helpful given the limited time available to us and provided a framework for our thinking, even where we departed from their recommendations.

We also attempted to be mindful throughout of the Indicative Diagram of Connexional Team Management Lines, as the current thinking about the shape of  the  reconfigured Connexional Team.

The Group’s Recommendations

We accepted that Women’s Network will enter a new phase of life from September 2008. Our vision for this is taken from a poem by Dawna Markova, in which she offers these words:

“So that which came to me as seed,

Goes to the next as blossom;

And that which came to me as blossom,

Goes on as fruit.”
(Our Hearts Still Sing, Peter Millar, Wild Goose)

Our vision is for the seeds embodied in Women’s Work and Women’s Fellowship, that have blossomed over the past twenty years in the distinctive values and ethos of Women’s Network, should now be enabled through a new phase of Women’s Network to bear fruit for the whole Church.

The group paid attention to the responses that had been evoked by the exploration of ‘independence’ for Women’s Network. 

[1]
We concluded that we should accept the recommendation that was brought to the Methodist Council from the Connexional Committee, that independence from the Connexional Team is not the best way forward. [Our response to (1)]

The group articulated the following reasons for this ‘reversal’ of Conference policy:

· A very thorough exploration and consultation around ‘going independent’ has been undertaken, and we believe that the Methodist Council and Methodist Conference need to hear the reluctance of Women’s Network to pursue that path.

· The emphasis of becoming independent has been upon finance. In order to be financially independent the organisation would need to establish itself as a separate charity. We believe that this would place a heavy burden of bureaucracy and trusteeship upon the organisation, for which there is no enthusiasm.

· ‘Independence’ would necessitate women holding membership of the organisation as something separate from their membership of the Methodist Church. Conversations through this year have indicated that this is not how women understand their relationship with Women’s Network: for those involved it is an implicit aspect of their church membership.

· The energy and personnel required to ensure the responsible running of such a separate organisation can be put to better use focusing upon a more integrated model of working.

· We believe that in its new phase of working the organisation needs to be more flexible and open. In this it has the potential to respond to the aspirations of the Team Focus process, in contributing to the life of the Connexion in a more integrated fashion, rather than from a separate ‘silo’.

[1a] The implication of the decision that WN does not become financially independent is that a means should be found whereby the finances of the movement can be held in a clear and transparent way within the accounts department of Methodist Church House. This will enable funds to be raised by the district committees, especially towards the connexional role of WNCC. (See further recommendations below.)

[2]
Women’s Network should continue to have a distinctive role in both focusing and integrating the faith development and activity of women in the life of the Church. The continuing and distinctive presence of the Women’s Network name, logo, and organisation, embodied in church, circuit and district contexts will be vital and essential to this new phase of development.

The Methodist Church affords equality of opportunity to women and men to be involved in the visible and public life of its ministry and mission, and now views this as an issue of justice. We might so easily take this for granted that we forget that this has not been the case for previous, and some current generations of women. Neither is it the case in many of the other church traditions to which we relate. The group is convinced of the continuing need within the Methodist Church for the encouraging, equipping and enabling work among women that has become the hallmark of Women’s Network. We consider the continuation of this work among women of all ages to be vital to the process of empowering women within the wider church, and would encourage Women’s Network to rise to the challenge of creating, and being surprised by, new expressions of valuable women-only space within church life. Whilst the activities engaged in by such groups may be very different from those in our grandmothers’ generations, many women still find very special value and support in being a member of a women-only group. Current expressions of this might include book groups, film nights, and ‘body and soul’ fitness groups. Some are contemporary  ‘fresh expressions’ of church.

The work of Women’s Network is seen in an interesting light when placed alongside the aims of those exploring ‘fresh expressions’ of church. Women’s groups have, over many generations, enabled people to attend ‘church’ at a time other than Sunday morning, in a less formal setting, usually around refreshments, often in a more participative style, releasing creativity in worship and ministry for the whole church. For many women their mid-week group is ‘church’; they have a strong sense of belonging, and of this being a place where their faith is fed and watered. We know that women continue to find their way into (or back into) church via this route, usually through friendships in the community, and often after a significant life event such as bereavement. It is vital that such groups, whether traditional or more novel in their approach, are embraced as a valuable part of our multi-faceted Methodist Connexion. We acknowledge that in the past some of this activity has been ‘invisible’ in terms of our statistical returns. We also note that some meetings held under the Women’s Network umbrella are implicitly or explicitly ecumenical in nature, but that these arrangements are most likely to have been made informally through good relationship building by those involved.

[3] We encourage Women’s Network to continue its task of encouraging, equipping and enabling women in the life of the church, and to rise to the challenge of creating new expressions of valuable women-only space within church life, recognising that for some women such groups offer valuable refuge and support, and real opportunities for personal growth.

The current campaigning role of Women’s Network is the expression of a continuous thread of Methodist women’s activity and concerns, manifest in the nineteenth century as the boycotting of cotton and groceries produced on slave-worked plantations, through the years in the twentieth century of memorable demonstrations against the apartheid system in South Africa, and in the current campaign highlighting the trafficking of women and children in Europe. The group recognised, and wished to pay tribute to, the courage and commitment of Women’s Network in raising awareness of a number of difficult issues such as child prostitution, domestic violence and the trafficking of women, and for publicly advocating and campaigning for change in the wider community around such issues. 

The group believes that the issues and concerns raised in the past by Women’s Network should rightly be addressed with resources from the whole church. In a reconfigured Connexional Team, with no specially designated Women’s Network office, it will still be vital for individual women, or groups of women, to draw a particular matter of public concern to the attention of Methodism, but we firmly believe that all public issues relating to the well-being and just treatment of women should be the concern of the whole Methodist people. 

[4] We encourage the Women’s Network Connexional Committee to explore ways in which social justice issues can in future be brought to the Joint Public Issues Team, thereby gaining a higher profile and the potential support of the whole church.  [Our response to (4) & (5)]      

[5}
The following resources will be required to sustain and develop the vision:

a. A continuing and vital role for a restructured Women’s Network Connexional Committee, with elected officers, to co-ordinate and facilitate relationships across the Connexion with Women’s Network in the Districts. 

b. A developing relationship with the World Federation of Methodist and Uniting Church Women. Considerable attention has been given in the conversations of the past eighteen months to the possibility of developing closer links between WN and the World Federation. This process should be encouraged to continue, but we recognise that it cannot be rushed. The World Federation works in ‘quinquennia’, and we encourage both organisations to explore new ways of working beyond 2011, which will mark the end of the current quinquennium.

c. A means of accessing some resources from within the reconfigured Connexional Team.
[6] The funding streams for the work of Women’s Network should be:

a. The annual Easter Offering Service should continue to be planned and advocated by Women’s Network, as a significant fundraising activity towards the Connexion’s World Church relations. The current practice of 1% of EO funds going to WN District Committees should continue, and in addition 4% of the total raised should be allocated to the costs of producing the service and related materials, and their distribution. Together these amounts constitute the permissible 5% levy on the fund for education and advocacy. 

b. District Women’s Network Groups should raise funds to provide administrative support for the annually elected Connexional President.
c. Work negotiated by WNCC with the Connexional Team should have a legitimate call on Connexional funding.

[7]
That a transition period of two years from September 2008 to September 2010 should enable Women’s Network to receive tapered funding beyond the termination of the funded posts currently serving Women’s Network in the Connexional Team. This transition period will allow for further work to be undertaken with the aim of delivering the following goals:

· WNCC to develop a more confident and open style of leadership for the movement, that can both own its own agenda and make a significant contribution to the wider Connexion. 

· WNCC to develop a clear channel of communication with whatever tangible form the outcome of the Equality and Diversity Project takes. [Our response to (3)]

· WNCC consider redrawing their current ‘areas’ to align with the new Methodist Training Regions.

· A closer relationship between the WNCC and the World Federation, possibly expressed through a united officer serving both WN and the British Unit of the WF, and a shared newsletter from 2011.

· The annual / bi-annual W N ‘Swanwick’ Conference, largely self-funded, to be overseen by the WNCC but with the support of the Events and Publicity resources of the reconfigured Connexional Team.

· The development of the Easter Offering as a fund which flows in a transparent way from ‘root’ to ‘branch’, but which continues to be a means of Women’s Network demonstrating their links with World Church through the preparation of good quality worship material highlighting the perspectives and experiences of women.

· The practicalities of the WNCC raising funds from the District committees to provide administrative and practical support for the annually elected W N Connexional President, possibly with the expectation that the district from which the President comes should offer the resource of office / admin provision.

· The means by which the WNCC might contribute suggestions and input into the JPIT or for consideration as a project sponsored by the Connexion, for example through representation from the Connexional team on WNCC.

· The occasional publication of spiritual writing and resources invited from women around the connexion (recognising that such material can still be fed into Magnet on a regular basis.)

· The extent to which the above goals can be delivered through the responsibilities invested in the managing and administrative posts of the reconfigured Connexional Team, with or without designated WN ‘time.’

· The ways in which Women’s Network can work to the same criteria as other networks in the Connexion. (One possibility would be for the WNCC to become the Women’s Network Resource Group, linking with whatever might be the outcome of the Equality and Diversity Project.)

The existence of the Annesley House Fund was noted by the group. It was not our remit to pursue questions about this fund such as the criteria for applications, and the decision-making process concerning grants.

The group also noted that District Network Committees raise funds for their own district projects, for Methodist charities, and sometimes for charities that do not have Methodist links. 
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