September 2017 Synod highlights

Synod took place at the University of Suffolk, Ipswich, on Saturday 16th September 2017.  Our District Chair, Rev. Julian Pursehouse, welcomed us to Synod.  The theme for the day was Partners in the Gospel.  The Superintendent of the Ipswich Circuit, Rev. Derek Grimshaw, added his welcome to the Ipswich Circuit and commended the work going on in the Ipswich Circuit which includes chaplaincy and ecumenical partnerships.  Those Ministers new to the District were welcomed and also those who were attending Synod for the first time.
Opening worship

For the opening worship the readings were Psalm 133 (includes people living together in unity), and Philippians 1 v 3-11 (includes the reference to partnership in the Gospel).  Julian referred to the fact that the previous weekend many of his colleague Chairs of District had their Synods and much angst was shared in advance as they wanted people to leave more inspired than when they arrived.  Julian could relate to these feelings but when we gather for Synod it is as a result of partnership and the hard work of many people.  Partnership is being together and sharing in relationship and community.  We are the body of Christ with each part working for the good and health of the whole body.  This is distinctly Methodist as we cherish our sense of Connexion.  

This Synod was trying to focus on the enrichment of ecumenical relationships.  The relationship between Paul and the churches he wrote letters to was often fractious (although he started his letters to them cordially) and challenging.  The Philippians were perhaps different and the warmth and cordiality was genuine.  There was mutual love and respect.  Paul longs to be with them (he is writing from in prison) and they with him, but he is still able to be a witness to God.  Julian asked us to consider who we are holding in our heart and prayers and who is holding us in theirs.  We had a painting by Rev. Sue Sowden as a focus for worship and this illustrated the call of the disciples – huddled in a vessel in Christ’s arms – in the providential care of God.  We should all be challenged to seek other partnerships to further the ministry of God.  We shared Holy Communion.

General business / appointments

Dispensations were read out and apologies referred to and it was agreed to send letters to various people.  Jennie Harris covered some bits of business including that spring 2018 Synod will be on 28th April at Dereham, the Directory will be changing next year due to the General Data Protection Regulation and eleven from our District are going to 3Generate.  Jennie read out part of a letter from a 13 year old from Elmsett Methodist Church who went last year and was able to share the experience with her congregation.  She already has her eyes set on becoming the Youth President when she is older.  She could not join us at Synod as she had another commitment.      
We took as read those appointments shown in the Synod Directory.  There were a few vacancies to highlight – the Secretary of Presbyteral Synod from 2019 onwards (Rev. Colin Smith volunteered and this was agreed), District LP Tutor and new Independent Chair of District Safeguarding Committee.   

Representatives to Conference

The following had already been elected by previous Synods - Rev. Catherine Dixon and Hazel Miles for one more year and Chris Finbow for two more years.  Deacon Ian Murray was elected for one year (there being no other nomination).  Revs. Jacquie Evans and Peter Rayson were elected for three years (there being no other nominations).  Jane Green was elected for three years (there being no other nomination) and Aileen Fox will be the lay reserve.  The Synod Secretary designate will attend as one of the lay representatives (as previously agreed). 

Conference 2017
Julian apologised on behalf of the Conference representatives as Rev. Catherine Dixon was going to give feedback but had to have a dispensation at the last minute and several other representatives are now in different parts of the Connexion so it fell to Julian himself.  We watched the video made by Connexion on the Conference and it included the following:

· Our new President of Conference encouraging us to focus our worship on the living God.

· The new Assistant Secretary of Conference is Rev. Dr. Jonathan Hustler.

· The budget is how we resource the Methodist Church in Britain.

· The Connexional principle is fundamental and a gift from God.

· Safeguarding concerns are leading to a call for a cultural change in the Methodist Church.

· There is a “disconnect” between 3Generate and local churches.

· The possibility of interchangeable ministries between the Church of England and the Methodist Church was explored (more on this later).

· There was a lot of singing.

· There was reflection on the need to be an evangelistic community of love leading people to Christ.

· The President and Vice President of Conference were elected.

· There were many fringe events and much of the Conference was streamed on the website.

· There was a Fijian Choir.

Julian suggested we may want to use part of the video in our local churches.  Julian also referred to the Conference Digest and that an interim policy was agreed for pastoral supervision.  There was a lot of reflection on the statistics for mission and three notices of motion in response to this.  There was an affirmation of the Connexional way of life.  There is the “day by day” booklet and postcard as this is the theme adopted by the President and Vice President with its five points – give thanks, keep silence, read and reflect, act and pray.  We need to consider what this might mean for us as Methodist people.  Julian urged us to use the resources provided.      

The Synod pack included the reply from Conference to our District Memorial from the Spring Synod.  This was about resources for Local Preacher and Worship Leader training and availability offline.  It was declined but with a full reply and there is an opportunity for concerns to be expressed to the Study Board at any time.    

District Groups 

There were written reports from the Policy Committee, Administration Group (including the District Disability Policy and Property report), Evangelism Group, Learning and Caring Group (including World Church Action Team), Service Group (Public issues, MHA, Action for Children, Sabbaticals and Agricultural Chaplain report).  There was also a MWiB report and the revised District Mission Statement.  These were all received and Julian urged Synod members to read them if they had not already done so and to follow up any questions with the Group Coordinators, Julian or the Synod Secretary.  


Shaun Cushion, District Treasurer, thanked Synod members for enabling most expenses to be paid electronically now.  He asked permission for the assessment calculation method to remain unchanged for 2018-2019 and 2019-2020 and this was agreed.

Jane Gay, the new District Safeguarding Officer, introduced herself.  She was brought up Methodist and is now worshipping at a Baptist Church.  She had new contact posters available electronically or in hard copy.  She needs volunteers to be the Independent Chairs of Safeguarding Contracts (formerly Covenants of Care) Monitoring and Support Groups.  She would like a pool of people.  For members of the Safeguarding Group she wants those with a background of police, adult services or youth.  Role descriptions are available for both roles.  For DBS Jane has a list of people in red whose checks are out of date and this needs addressing.  

Aileen Fox explained that a letter had been received on 6th September saying that HMRC is auditing the Methodist Church regarding compliance with the national minimum wage.  She needs details for every employee including name, address and passport number.  This was needed by 25 September.  Some issues have come to light regarding cleaners not being paid the minimum wage and this is being addressed.  We have no control over this timescale.     
Partners in the Gospel – the gift of Christian Unity
Rev. Mike Booker, Ely Diocese, was addressing partnership in mission, especially relations between the Church of England and the Methodist Church.  He is the co-author of a book – “Making new disciples – exploring the paradoxes of evangelism”.  He talked about “Mission and Ministry in Covenant” – a report from the Faith and Order bodies of the Church of England and the Methodist Church published in June 2017.  This is not full union as each Church would retain its own structures but allow freedom of movement between the two.  It proposes the full recognition and interchange of ministries with Episcopacy (Bishops) in the Methodist Church and full and immediate recognition of Methodist presbyters by the Church of England (already works the other way round).  It is a big step and not just more of the same and would be a stretch both ways.

It is talking about Episcope – oversight, being present in Connexional form through Methodist Conference and present in a personal form through Bishops in the Church of England.  The President of Conference would be ordained a Bishop and this would be extended through a growing body of previous Presidents.  The Vice President role would remain.  This is part of the Lambeth Quadrilateral 1888 (scripture, baptism/holy communion, creeds e.g. Nicene and Apostolic and historic Episcope – ordained by Bishops and direct line back to apostles).  This would be national and not divided into dioceses.  Mike said the Anglicans have things to learn from Methodism.    

The process to be followed is one of discernment, discussion (at Conference and General Synod), consultation with Methodists and Anglicans, approval by Conference and General Synod, changes to law and polity and it might possibly be in place by 2020.  Mike urged us to remember what matters locally and to keep humble.  There will be challenges as issues are moving in a parallel direction but at different speeds in the two denominations.  There will be complexity ahead but please look at the document.  It is a question of discernment for both our Churches.  Bishops are not essential to the Methodist Church but it is to enable us to work ecumenically.  It would change both denominations.     

Mike also advertised Partnership for Missional Church which is helping local churches to discern the mission of God in that place.  It is a deeply, Godly, framework to understand what you should be doing – drop some things and focus on others.  He is getting a group of churches together – mostly from the Diocese of Ely.

Adventures in Ecumenism

This was led by our three District Ecumenical Officers.  It is about exploring how Churches can work together.  Single Congregation LEPs (SCLEPs) are common but there are other informal ways of working together.  They wanted to excite us to take ideas back.   Cambourne is a SCLEP and was helped by its first Minister being Church of Scotland.  They worship the Cambourne way rather than that of a particular denomination.  They are one Christian voice in the local community.  There are issues such as who you belong to if you move on or want to be ordained and there are issues around money and also where the support and encouragement for the Minister comes from and how you run the local Church.

There are covenanted partnerships where a small number of Churches from two or more denominations come together and share together in worship and mission and generally share Ministers.  An example is Waveney Valley which includes three SCLEPs.  There is a sharing of resources and learning and growing together.  There is also the situation where only a few worshippers are left and a LEP is not the right thing to do, so an ecumenical welcome is offered.  The Methodist Church may be the host or the guest.  The people remain Methodist and, if the guest, become a class of another Church.  There can also be informal sharing together such as bible study, messy church and pulpit swaps.  These are things that just happen and may lead to one of the above.  Please be led by the Spirit.  So lots of partnerships are possible – SCLEP, covenanted, shared building, chaplaincy, mission, educational or informal.  What might work for your community?  Bar Hill celebrates 50 years as an LEP this year.  The District Ecumenical Officers were thanked for their ministry.        

DMLN update

Dr Yasmin Finch advertised the Re-Imagine Conference on 7 October which will be one of the largest of these the Conference is holding and she is now operating a waiting list.  The good news is the Connexion is sending its media team to video and record it.  Yasmin is pleased to have a long list of people interested in mission.  The theme is Listen, Pray, Try (something) and Reflect.

Rev. Chrissie Howe gave a DMLN update advertising a few events which are on a leaflet that was given out.  The Spring Synod will focus on rural ministry and the resource “a discipling presence” which Chrissie mentioned.  

Good news stories 
Various good news stories were shared, including engaging with people outside the church by making contacts and friendships, working ecumenically, reaching out to the community and seizing opportunities to share faith when they arise.
Thanks and closing devotions
Rev. Colin Smith gave a word of thanks to the Ipswich Circuit for all they had done to make the day run so smoothly.  The Ipswich Circuit led the closing worship including a reading from Luke 10 v1-11 and some thoughts about partnership in spreading the good news.
Susan Eldridge

Assistant Synod Secretary
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