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The Faith and Order Committee and the Methodist Council


Responses to the ‘What Sort of Bishops?’ Report 

1.
Introduction

1.1
The ‘What Sort of Bishops?’ Report was received by the 2005 Conference and commended to ‘Districts, Circuits, local churches and other groups wishing to consider its content, for study and discussion. The Conference requested that responses to paragraphs 76-78 be sent to the General Secretary by the 31st October 2006’.

1.2
A group of eight people – made up of four representatives from the Methodist Council and four from the Faith and Order Committee – met to consider the responses received. An interim report was produced for the Faith and Order Committee Executive (17th Jan) and the Methodist Council (30th-31st Jan) to share the conclusions of the Group. This text was also made available on the Methodist Church web-site. An expanded version of the report was then considered by the Faith and Order Committee (9th-10th March) and the Methodist Council (30th-31st March). It is that expanded version which became the draft of this present report to the Conference.

2.
Statistical Summary of Response

2.1
The total number of responses was 179. The responses submitted were as follows: 

Districts
14
(45% of Districts)

Circuits 
84
(13.5% of Circuits)

Churches 
30

Individuals
50

The Joint Implementation Commission for An Anglican-Methodist Covenant
2.2
Only 40% of all the responses received gave a clear response in respect of Paragraph 76, Question 1: ‘Do you think that the findings of this report adequately articulate a Methodist understanding of episcopacy?’

Overall (as a percentage of total responses): 
Yes 20%
No 19.5% 

The Districts/Circuits (numbers):
Yes 24%
No 27%

The Local Churches/Individuals (numbers): 
Yes 12%
No 8%

2.3
Paragraphs 77-78, Question 2 asked for responses to a range of possible options to the question: ‘Given that in Methodism the Conference acts like a ‘corporate bishop’, who should the representatives of that ‘corporate episkopé be’? The Faith and Order Committee and the Methodist Council had asked for five options to be considered.

A
President

D
President + Past-Presidents

A+G
President + District Chairs

E+G
President, General Secretary/Secretary of the Conference + selected Past-Presidents + District Chairs

B+H
President, General Secretary/Secretary of the Conference + District Chairs, and, say, up to three presbyters or Superintendents in each District

At the Conference of 2005, following discussion of a Motion, an additional response (‘None of the above’) was added to the possible range of responses for the Conference of 2007 to consider, even though such a response was already an option for the Conference of 2007 to take. The responses to Question 2 revealed considerable lack of support for any move towards embracing the historic episcopacy. 

2.4
Of those who offered a direct response to Question 2 in the form set, however, the results were as follows:

Districts: 
28% offered a suggestion for who could be bishops within British Methodism, though were divided as to the exact composition. The remainder of the responses were in favour of keeping the status quo and rejected all the options that were offered.

Circuits: 
22% offered support for one of the possible proposals, though again were divided as to the exact composition. The remainder of the responses rejected the concept of bishops and thus also rejected the first five options offered.

Churches: 
13% offered support for one or other suggestion and were divided as to the exact composition. The remainder firmly rejected the concept of bishops.

Individuals:
The range and quality of these responses varied tremendously. Almost all the responses rejected the concept of bishops. A number gave expression to their views in short succinct statements of support or opposition, sometimes appearing to air prejudices bearing little relation to the questions posed. A small number offered extensive and thoughtful responses clearly written on the basis of deep theological reflection.

56% of the responses from Districts, Circuits, churches and individuals rejected the concept of bishops of any kind

16.5% favoured A+G (President and Chairs) Very few votes were in favour of the other options.

A number of responses wished that Option K in the report (Superintendents of larger, re-drawn Circuits, with Districts being disbanded) had been considered and felt that as Superintendents remain a crucial focus of personal episkopé in British Methodism, they should be the primary location of episcopacy, should this step ever be taken.

3.
Important issues raised 

Important issues raised by the responses included:

3.1 A lack of trust in the process. Many who offered an opinion about the proposals offered, in effect declared: ‘We don’t want any of this but if pressed…’. Alongside this, many voiced concern on the grounds that a decision had already been made (‘We’re going to get them anyway’). There were clear concerns about what a centralized Church leadership was ostensibly actively and consistently seeking to bring about, regardless of what the Methodist people may feel or think. When brought alongside the existence of An Anglican-Methodist Covenant in respondents’ minds, the possibility of entertaining the notion of any model of bishop other than a perceived Church of England model within British Methodism became remote. 

3.2 There was considerable lack of awareness of what decisions had or had not been made by past Conferences. It was evident that many people responding to the report did not know how much episcopacy had been discussed within British Methodism in the past, that the Conference had made clear decisions in the past, and had already consulted the Methodist Church as a whole quite recently about the topic (2000-2). This lack of awareness evidently fed into some respondents’ feelings of suspicion. Without the clarity that consultation had happened in the past and that some pertinent decisions had already been made, the wider context of the present discussion inevitably seemed surprising and puzzling to some.
3.3 ‘The priesthood of all believers’ was widely cited. The phrase ‘priesthood of all believers’ was used by many in order to oppose any form of hierarchy in the life of the Church. Use of the term, however, frequently showed little awareness of past attempts made within British Methodism to clarify what is and is not meant by the phrase (see e.g. ‘The Methodist Diaconal Order’ [1995] para. 10, ‘Authorisations to Preside at the Lord’s Supper’ [1996], paras. 19-28, Called to Love and Praise [1999] IV.5). As used in the Deed of Union (clause 4), the phrase ‘priesthood of all believers’ means that those ‘representatively selected’ discharge their ‘special duties’ in the context of a priesthood held corporately by the whole Church. Those who are ‘called and ordained’ to ministry as a ‘sole occupation… hold no priesthood differing in kind from that which is common to all the Lord’s people.’ But this applies already to presbyters and deacons. It would also apply to bishops, were the Methodist Church in Britain ever to take this step. In other words, the way in which the ‘priesthood of all believers’ argument was used in some responses misunderstood what is currently the case in British Methodism. Sometimes, the opposition seemed to amount to an argument against ordination itself. The challenge remains both to have an ordained ministry and accept that all large organizations (including Churches) organize themselves hierarchically for practical purposes, without promoting an indelible spiritual hierarchy. An important, positive aspect of asserting the importance of ‘the priesthood of all believers’ is, however, resistance to the ‘spiritual hierarchy’. The challenge identified is, however, present for a Church with presbyters and deacons, as well as for a Church with bishops. 

3.4 There was concern that a third order of ministry would by definition introduce greater hierarchy into the Methodist Church. This is connected to the previous point. The assumption or claim was made that we are not a hierarchical Church, and that the introduction of bishops would introduce a hierarchy in ministry which currently does not exist. It may also have been implied that a hierarchy of presbyter over deacon would also arise. 
3.5 Some wished for other options to be introduced, particularly superintendents, and for oversight to be located locally. A number of responses wanted to press the point that if any move towards episcopacy were taken, that the superintendent should receive greater attention, as the theologically appropriate location of episcopal oversight in British Methodism. As indicated above, some respondents wanted Option K to be considered in this respect, partly because the ‘ecumenical insensitivity’ argument (it would be unwise to introduce c.600 bishops into British Methodism) was acknowledged. It was seen that a possible response to the ecumenical insensitivity argument was to recognise how respect for Methodism could be maintained, whilst simultaneously working towards ‘ecumenical areas’ and episcopacy.
3.6 Many commented that it was a complex report to understand and many responses did not answer the questions that were being asked. It was a complex report. There is no escaping this. Some users found the Study Guide very helpful. Others found the Guide itself too demanding. The writers of the report had, however, sought to lay out as comprehensively as possible, without undue repetition of past Reports, what the current issues and questions are. One of the most difficult aspects was trying to ask the episcopacy question as a Methodist question (the main reason no member of the Church of England was asked to be on the working party which produced the report), without denying the existence of An Anglican-Methodist Covenant, and the other, different, ecumenical partnerships which exist across the three nations. The attempt to channel the report’s content into some specific questions, to which direct answers were sought, proved relatively unsuccessful.
3.7 The content of the main body of the report and the Study Guide were often not used, or not used well. It was, at times, clear that the actual content of the report itself had not been heeded, in the way that discussions had been conducted and answers given. (This may, of course, relate to point 1 above.) The Study Guide had sought to provide different ways of summarizing and using the material in the report. But even then, it has to be admitted that time was needed to do the report justice, time which some groups (some of those who did reply, and presumably the many Circuits and Districts who did not respond) felt it unwise to expend.
3.8 There was a lack of meshing of study of What Sort of Bishops? with The Nature of Oversight. Some of the concerns raised about What Sort of Bishops? had been addressed in The Nature of Oversight. It could be argued that failure to consider the two reports alongside each other had contributed to greater suspicion of what What Sort of Bishops? was trying (and had been expected) to do. It must, however, also be acknowledged that to consider both reports in any depth was asking for devotion of a considerable amount of time on the parts of individuals and groups.
3.9 Many responses did not mention the ecumenical dimension, but there were also those who said conversations with the Church of England created problems with non-conformist partners. Concern for relations with the URC was especially prominent here, i.e. fear that any move towards episcopacy would prove detrimental to our relations with a church with whom the Methodist Church has the most LEPs.
3.10 The responses in favour of particular options all included the President but there were those who remarked ‘not for life’, not respecting the inconsistency of such a proposal with the historic episcopate (i.e. with decisions already made and re-affirmed by past Conferences). This concern reveals an aspect of reluctance to ‘give power’ for too long to individuals. It also indicates a reluctance to accept the episcopacy as an order of ministry. It raises, further, the question of whether past Conference decisions can be re-visited. Of course they can! But some of the contributions at this point revealed either a lack of knowledge of past decisions, or an unwillingness to work through the implications of re-visiting past decisions.
3.11 A number of responses felt the President’s term of office should be lengthened to more than one year. This cropped up many times and is an issue which can be considered wholly independently of the discussions about episcopacy. It was, however, striking that discussions of episcopacy (i.e. one way in which the Methodist Church has been encouraged to examine carefully its understanding and structures of personal episkopé) have led to a re-assertion of a longer Presidency.
3.12 It was noted that the report did not take adequately into account the concept of bishops in relation to Scotland and Wales. This was sharply observed, and there is truth in the observation. Recognizing that there are different models of episcopacy at work across the three nations which the Methodist Church serves, means exploring with greater openness ways in which contemporary forms of episcopacy which may be closer to Methodist ways of working than Methodists often (rightly or wrongly) assume is the case with Church of England theology and practice. The potential of such exploration is, however, not fully carried through in the report as it stands.

4.
Further Observations and Responses

4.1
Four times as many responses were received to the 2005 Report as had been received to the 2000 Report (Episkopé and Episcopacy). This remains a relatively small number in comparison with responses received, for example, in discussion of alcohol on church premises. It should therefore be stressed what a small sample of responses this is, given the number of churches and Circuits, though it is true to say that responses were not mandated in the way they had been to An Anglican-Methodist Covenant. It could be argued that listening too much to the tenor of such a batch of responses means being swayed by a vociferous group of largely like-minded people. For some of the responses were hostile, even offensive, in tone. At the same time, one or two voices acknowledged that a starting-point of hostility to the whole discussion actually changed once they participated in discussion with others around what was actually contained in the report, and what was, and was not, being considered. How, then, is the small batch to be assessed? How representative are the voices in practice?

4.2
The relatively small number of responses overall can be interpreted in many different ways, for example:

· as a relative lack of interest in the whole topic;

· as an unwillingness or inability to get to grips with a complex report;

· as a protest in favour of urgency about other questions in the church’s and society’s life;

· as a sign that where circuit or district responses had been sent then they ‘count’ for a great many more Methodist members than the statistics may imply;

· as an indication that, despite being sent out for consideration, the report was not actually offered for discussions in many Circuits and Districts;

· as a reflection of the limits of communication and discussion via electronic media (web-site availability and CD to presbyters).

4.3
Geographical factors may be relevant, though are not easy to read. It appears more likely that Circuits responded in larger numbers in a District for which no district response had been sent. In one or two cases, however, a district response (e.g. following a synod discussion) may have prompted a greater desire on the part of Circuits to discuss the report and respond.

4.4
The task for the Methodist Council and the Faith and Order Committee together, then, was to decide how to evaluate the weight of the responses. Both bodies had to face the fact that unclarity remains in how best to ‘read’ the evidence alongside the above considerations, and that this raises a major issue within the Methodist Church about how democratic processes are to be handled theologically. 

4.5
The ‘givens’ from the past which the Council and the Committee had to consider included especially:

· the repeated declaration of preparedness (in principle) to embrace episcopacy, though without having taken the concrete decision to do so;

· the fact of being, as a three-nation Church, in a Covenant with the Church of England;

· the wider ecumenical context (national and global) in which the Methodist Church operates;

· the responsibility of each body, in its own way, to exercise leadership within the Methodist Church, in relation to the Methodist Conference.

4.6
Both bodies together have therefore had to ask how to ‘take a lead’ in this context, given the tension between the dominant tenor of the responses, and much of the recent history of ecumenism in Britain. It may be that the discussions have highlighted a major gap between formal ecumenical discussion and where ‘the church on the ground’ often is. Those engaged in formal discussion may feel the ‘grassroots’ ecumenists need to catch up. Grassroots ecumenists may feel exactly the same about those involved in high-level discussions, or deem that doctrinal precision and formal theological development are simply not necessary for practical ecumenism.

4.7
In the light of that process of reflection on the responses, it is recommended that:

4.7.1 The Conference does not at this point take any steps towards embracing the historic episcopate.

4.7.2 No major discussion on this is entered into at the 2007 Conference.

4.7.3 It be recognised that it is inappropriate, in the light both of the Methodist Church’s Covenant relationship with the Church of England and its ongoing discussions with other ecumenical partners, not to envisage taking up this discussion again at some point in the future.

4.7.4 The Joint Implementation Commission be encouraged to continue its discussions in relation to episcopacy and to bring recommendations to the Conference at a future date.

4.7.5 Discussions undertaken within the Joint Implementation Commission continue to bear in mind other Anglican Churches in Britain, and their current relations with the British Methodist Connexion.

***RESOLUTION

60/1.
The Conference adopts the Report.
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