1.
THE NATURE, THEOLOGY AND ROLE OF THE METHODIST COUNCIL

1.1 The Methodist Council is one of the bodies responsible for the oversight of the Methodist Church (Standing Order 211 (2)).  In order to understand better the identity and role of the Council it is necessary to consider briefly the nature and theology of Methodist government more generally and to situate the Council within this.

1.2
It is well documented that Methodism exercises its government or ‘oversight’ through corporate bodies as well as individuals. (Called to Love and Praise (1999 4.6.10) and Episcopacy in the Methodist Church (1981: C3)). Oversight within Methodism has further been described as being communal when exercised by representative bodies, collegial when exercised by groups sharing a collegiality and personal when exercised by individuals (Episkope and Epsicopacy (2000)). The current report The Nature of Oversight (2005) Leadership, Management and Governance in the Methodist Church in Great Britain - to be found in the 2005 Conference Agenda (hereafter NoO) suggests that the Methodist understanding of oversight “since the time of Wesley …..” is that “it has always been corporate in the first instance and then secondarily focussed in particular individuals and groups (lay and ordained)” (NoO 2:22). The primary corporate body within Methodism is the Conference, which then shares the work of oversight with other bodies and individuals.

1.3 A full discussion of the theological basis of our practice of oversight can be found in The Nature of Oversight (2005).  The Methodist practice of oversight reflects belief in the primacy of the group as the place where “experience of God’s power is enjoyed and perceived” first and foremost, as has been established in Jewish and Christian understandings (NoO 4.4.4). Furthermore, our practice is informed by the belief that all Christians receive gifts and may have parts to play in forming vision (NoO 4.3.7). Methodist respect for the primacy of communal oversight may also ensure a use of power which is more reflective of our understanding of what it is to be Christ-like and to work in relation to others. Where personal oversight is exercised within Methodism it is derived from the authority and Christ-likeness of the legitimising communal body (NoO 4.4.5). 

1.4
The main corporate bodies in Methodism which oversee the Church are mixed groups of lay and ordained people. This reflects the Methodist doctrine of the priesthood of all believers whereby, while we recognise different orders and roles, we refuse to create ranks with status, and all members share in the ministry and mission of God (NoO 4.4.3).
1.5
The annual Conference as the primary corporate body of Methodist government (Deed of Union 1932) demonstrates the “partnership of ordained and lay ministers” (Called to Love and Praise 4.5.4) to be found in every area of Methodism. The Conference is also representative of the wider body it serves and this is a principle throughout the governing bodies of Methodism at every level (Episkope and Episcopacy 2000: C22).


The Conference acts as the final arbiter of Methodist policy and doctrine by the method of  ‘Christian Conferring’ which is the process by which people take spiritual and theological counsel together (NoO 2.13 - 2.16).  Again this process of ‘Christian Conferring’ is the way of proceeding found in governing bodies throughout the Connexion.


The Conference also delegates some of the governing of Methodism to other bodies which it regulates.  The Methodist Council is one such primary body.

1.6 The Methodist Council reflects its parent body and the theological principles of  Methodist government.  Specifically, it:

· is a corporate body of ordained and lay people listening with “especial attentiveness both to ordained persons and to laypersons who serve it with special expertise” (Called to Love and Praise 4.6.6);
· has a representative nature, having called members to its body from those it serves;

· proceeds by Christian conferring;

· delegates authority to regulated bodies and individuals;

· exercises oversight between Conferences and on behalf of the Conference.

1.7
Understanding what is meant by oversight within Methodism is crucial in any appreciation of the nature of the Methodist Council.  Oversight is the term most often used to express the nature of the way Methodism regulates and governs itself.  Oversight is a translation of the Greek term episkope which, with its related verbs, conveys a sense of the relationship of God with his people to watch over, judge and save (NoO 1.7). The concept of oversight is further developed by Paul in the early Church to express a relationship to the Church which included guidance and watching over the Church on its behalf (NoO 1.7). Currently, within the Methodist Church the purpose of oversight is being defined as to ensure that the Church “remains true to its calling” (NoO 1.7).  The oversight process ensures this by a variety of activities, including “watching over, watching out for, monitoring, discerning, disciplining, directing, guiding, encouraging and caring” (NoO 1.10) all done in the context of reflecting on what God has done, is doing and might require us to do in the world. Essential to the task of oversight is the taking of a broader view and seeing how the parts fit into the whole and that both parts and whole flourish and fulfil their purposes (NoO 1.10). Oversight has been further defined as incorporating the distinctive elements of governance, management and leadership (NoO 1.8).


While continuing to recognise and remember the singular nature of Christian oversight which depends upon God’s gifting and the recognition of the Church, the review group felt that much can be learnt from the contemporary understanding of these concepts of governance, management and leadership as described in The Nature of Oversight report and listed below.

1.8
Governance is the system by which an organisation directs and controls its functions and relates to its constituent communities, external bodies and the wider world.  It is largely concerned with the formulating, adopting and regulating of policies and setting, adopting and implementing of rules and regulations (NoO 1.11).

1.9
Management is the process by which specific strategies are formulated for enacting the organisation’s policies and fulfilling its purposes.  In addition, particular objectives are set concerning the implementation of those strategies and human, financial, capital and technological resources are deployed to achieve those objectives.  The performance of individuals and groups in meeting the objectives is monitored and assessed (NoO 1.12).

1.10
Leadership is that which inspires to new action by developing a vision, providing examples and sharing the vision of others and with others (NoO 1.13).

1.11
In The Nature of Oversight (2005) it is suggested that different bodies and gatherings within the Connexion will vary according to which aspect of oversight is the main focus.  The report proposes that there should be clear intentionality in the course of a meeting as to which aspect of oversight it is primarily intended to express (NoO 3.11, 3.21). It is helpful to analyse the Methodist Council in terms of the elements of oversight which it exercises while recognising that there can be overlap and interplay between these different elements. This analysis will provide a further elucidation of the nature of the Council whilst also enabling a clarification of the focus of work undertaken so that attention and energies can be appropriately deployed.  

1.12
The Methodist Council is clearly called upon to exercise oversight in its widest sense since between Conferences, the Methodist Council is: 

· “authorised to act on behalf of the Conference”, within the constraints of the Deed of Union, Standing Orders and Conference resolutions S.O. 211 (1). 

The Council is also charged with the responsibility: 

· to keep in constant review the life of the Methodist Church;

· to study the Church’s work and witness throughout the Connexion;

· to indicate what changes are necessary or what steps should be taken to make the work of the Church more effective;

· to supervise the general work of the Connexional Team and report thereon to the Conference (S.O. 211 (3)(ii)).

1.13
Certain of the Council’s tasks can be identified as belonging to the work of  governance:

· to ensure that the decisions of the Conference are fully implemented - S.O. 211 (3)(i);
· to consider policies for future connexional work - S.O. 211 (3)(iv);
· to ensure that policies are considered and work is carried out in awareness of the Church’s world-wide ecumenical relationships and commitments - S.O. 211 (3)(v);
· to be the employer of those on the Connexional Team with a contract of employment - S.O. 212 (12).

1.14
The Council is also to offer leadership, being asked in S.O. 211 (2) to:

· give spiritual leadership to the Church; 

· report annually to the Conference, bringing to the notice of the Conference matters to which it believes the Conference ought to give urgent attention.
In addition the Council is to receive and consider any representations which the Chairs’ Meeting may submit (S.O. 212(8)) – and this group and the  Connexional Leadership Team of which it now forms a part, have been identified as being primarily sources of leadership and vision for the Church (NoO 3.23).  In receiving from these groups the Council is furthering the offering of leadership and vision to the Church.

1.15
The question of how the Council offers management is more complex. It has been suggested that it is difficult for large bodies to manage effectively (NoO 3.7).  In fact many of the management tasks which the Methodist Council oversees are delegated to the Strategy and Resources Committee.  This is particularly the case with regard to financial and budgetary matters (S.O. 212) and also, in practice, the supervision of the work of the Connexional Team.

1.16 
Like the Conference, the Council delegates work to other bodies and in turn oversees the work of these bodies including the Allowances Committee, Medical Committee, Audit Committee, World Church and Property Committees among others (a further sixteen are listed in the note to S.O. 214).  In Standing Orders, the Council has responsibility for all model trust property affairs (including historic artefacts) and the building, legal and financial aspects of shared schemes and is authorised under the Conference to act in relation to property affairs and to discharge the responsibilities of the now abolished Property Division (S.O. 212 (9),(10) and (11)). In reality the Council deals only with significant property issues. 

1.17
The Council is also authorised, in consultation with the synods of overseas districts, “to make such local adaptations of Methodist organisation and discipline as are in the interests of the work and are consistent with the spirit and principles of the Methodist Church” (S.O. 216 (1)). Furthermore, the Council also exercises powers conferred upon it by the Constitution of the Methodist Missionary Society (S.O. 216(2)) and Articles 5 and 6 of the MMS constitution. The Council also nominates to the Conference representatives for appointment to various external bodies, e.g. World Council of Churches (S.O. 212 (7)).

1.18
Given that the Council sub-delegates so much of its business to other bodies, the question then arises as to what is the particular role of the Council?  The answer lies with the way in which the Methodist Council provides a means to ensure that the primary Methodist way of doing business and making decisions by corporate oversight is maintained between Conferences which are held only annually.  However, the Council exists in a difficult position since while it is authorised “to act on behalf of the Conference between Conferences” it is also hedged around by Standing Orders (S.O. 211(1), 212 (9)) and a tradition which emphasises that the Conference is the main authority which must not be usurped.  The Methodist Council itself must report to the Conference, and while it offers leadership it does so alongside other bodies including, for example, the Connexional Leadership Team, the Connexional Team, and the Faith and Order Committee (NoO 5.27).  Hence, while the Council has an important role in relation to the Conference, it is not unique and works in partnership with other connexional groups.
1.19
Yet the Methodist Council does have a special role to play.  The Council prepares business for the Conference in the light of management information from the Strategy and Resources, Allowances and other committees, which is then considered and refined by the wide representation from the Districts and connexional office holders present in the Council.  In fact, an important part of the Council’s role is to ensure that the consultative and corporate way of working by ‘Christian Conferring’ (NoO 2:13) is achieved throughout the year at the connexional level.  This way of working has many benefits as described in The Nature of Oversight (4.6.2), since it provides opportunity for individuals to have “their visions and ideas checked out by others” and groups such as the Strategy and Resources Committee are “more than collections of individuals, and more than mere formal management bodies. They are locations of collective wisdom and potential sources of fresh energy” which together with governance bodies help to prevent wrong actions and stifle misguided ideas (NoO 4.6.2).
1.20
This analysis of the nature, theology and role of the Methodist Council leads to the following recommendations:

1)
The Methodist Council should strive to be clear about the intentions of its work when it meets, i.e. whether the nature of the business before it requires a leadership, governance or management approach.  At the same time it should be recognised that one of the attributes of the Council is that it can combine insights from management with governance considerations of policy.

2)
Recognising its role in bringing together the management, governance and leadership aspects of oversight in the Church between Conferences, the Methodist Council should also include information from areas currently excluded, e.g. stationing and resourcing mission grants.

3)
The Council should also be clear about the nature of the work which it is sub-delegating to other bodies, e.g. the management work undertaken by the Strategy and Resources Committee and this group’s role in supervising the work of the leaders of the Connexional Team.   

4)
The Council should be clear that its primary tasks are of governance on behalf of the Conference and leadership.  This should result again in the Council sub-delegating some of its work of scrutiny to other groups who are better placed to focus on the detail and leave Council a greater freedom to consider the bigger issues of policy and vision. The Council should also be enabled to engage more fully in the whole business of oversight which requires taking an overview and ensuring that all the parts of the whole fit together in a way that will provide for the greatest flourishing in terms of our calling as a Church. The Council should also be enabled to think more theologically and to increase the consideration given to the faith-dimension of the work it is called to oversee. Appropriate space and resources should be allocated to enable this and other vision-related work to happen.

5)
There should be greater clarity regarding structures of accountability for the work of the Connexional Team and other bodies who report to the Council. The Council should not routinely be expected to scrutinise detailed reports of such work but should responsibly delegate this work elsewhere and itself receive only summaries (unless otherwise requested). This would enable the Council to focus upon its primary purposes of oversight but in an informed manner. 

1.21
Along with the identification of the current problems in the way the Council is working, this analysis leads to the proposals contained within this report regarding how the Council is constituted within itself and in its relationship with the Conference and its three major committees.

Recommendation 1.1

That the proposals in paragraph 1.20 above are explored further and incorporated into the work of the Council as appropriate.

Recommendation 1.2

That the induction for new members of the Council should draw attention to the matters of leadership, governance and management as outlined in this section of the report.

