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Responses to the ‘What Sort of Bishops?’ Report

Introduction

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 and requests that responses to paragraphs 76-78 be sent to the General Secretary by the 31st October 2006’.

A group of eight people – made up of four representatives from the Methodist Council and four from the Faith and Order Committee – has met once to consider the responses received. This is an interim report produced for the Faith and Order Committee Executive (Jan 17th) and the Methodist Council (30th-31st Jan) to share the conclusions of the Group, and to suggest recommendations for the Council and Committee to bring jointly to the Conference of 2007. A full report will be presented to the next Council and to the full Faith and Order Committee. In the light of the conclusions drawn below, it is not envisaged that the Group will need to meet again.

Statistical Summary of Response

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
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

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 deemed that five options should 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. Of those who offered a response to Question 2 in the form set, however, the results were as follows:

Districts: 
28% offered a suggestion of which bishops could be 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 supported 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 minority offered thoughtful and gracious responses containing deep theological reflections.

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 had been considered and felt that Superintendents remain a crucial focus of personal episkopé in British Methodism, and thus the location of episcopacy, should this step ever be taken.

Important issues raised 

Important issues raised by the responses included:

1. A lack of trust in the process. Many who offered an opinion about the proposals offered 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’).

2. There was widespread ignorance – despite the contents of What Sort of Bishops? itself about what decisions had or had not been made by past Conferences. This evidently fed into many respondents’ feelings of suspicion.

3. ‘The priesthood of all believers’ was used by many in order to oppose any form of hierarchy in the life of the Church, and yet its use was frequently ill-informed about past clarifications within British Methodism about the legitimate and illegitimate use of the term.

4. There was concern that a third order of ministry would by definition introduce greater hierarchy into the Methodist Church than is present with the current two orders.

5. Some wished for other options to be introduced, particularly superintendents and for oversight to be located locally.

6. Many commented that it was a complex report to understand and many responses did not answer the questions that were being asked.

7. The content of the main body of the report and the Study Guide were often not used, or not used well.

8. There was a lack of meshing of study of What Sort of Bishops? with The Nature of Oversight.

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.

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).

11. A number of responses felt the President’s term of office should be lengthened to more than one year.

12. It was noted that the report did not take adequately into account the concept of bishops in relation to Scotland and Wales.

The Group unanimously recommends to the Council that:

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

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

· It is recognised that it is inappropriate, in light of the Methodist Church’s Covenant relationship with the Church of England, not to envisage taking up this discussion again at some point in the future.

· That 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.

· That discussions undertaken within the JIC continue to bear in mind other Anglican Churches in Britain, and their current relations with the British Methodist Connexion.

Barbara Bircumshaw, Peter Cornick, Sue Culver, Ruth Gee, Peter Hatton, Beverley Jones, Clive Marsh, Barry Wilford.
