Synod highlights

Synod took place at the City Academy, Norwich.  Our Chair of District, Rev. Julian Pursehouse, welcomed everyone.  According to St Augustine we are Easter People and Hallelujah is our song.  The reading was from Ephesians Chapter 3 verses 14-21.  We are still in the Easter season.  

Julian has been catching up on films during his break including the Imitation Game.  This is about a mathematician breaking the Enigma Code and includes the line “Sometimes it is people no-one can imagine anything of who do the things no-one could imagine”.  Discipleship is an exercise in risk and imagination.  We have a God for whom all things are possible.  We need to be imaginative people and communities that risk all in the service of God.  We need to be people of imagination, risk bearing and with confidence rooted in God.  

Julian particularly welcomed those who were attending Synod for the first time.  He also gave a special welcome to our guests Rev. Dr Jonathan Dean, Craig Gaffney and Rev. Simon Ward (Ecumenical observer from the Norwich Diocese).            

Rev. Catherine Hutton gave a warm welcome from the Norwich Circuit and said she was glad to see our smiling faces.  Norwich is a large Circuit with 26 churches.  As we travel the grace of God flows in and out of the City.  She encouraged people to enjoy the beauty of Norwich and its surroundings on a future visit.

General business, appointments and reminders
Dispensations and apologies were read out or noted and it was agreed to send letters to various people.  Appointments were agreed.  Rev. Heather Walker introduced herself as the new District Sabbaticals Officer.  Some things had moved on since her report but in a positive way and Sabbaticals will be a blessing to all.     


Julian explained that we need to elect a lay representative to Methodist Council to serve for four years and was delighted that there were three applicants so an election was needed.  Rev. Jacqui Horton (our current Methodist Council representative) explained the role and said it is a real privilege and responsibility.  It is certainly not a rubber stamping exercise.  There are tough decisions to make and one person can make a difference.  You get to sit alongside the key people in running the Methodist Church.  The President and Vice President give great observations on what they have seen as they travel the country.  Please support and pray for the new person.  Later in the meeting the election took place and the successful person was Mrs Aileen Fox who was congratulated on her appointment. 

A new scrutineer was needed and Mr Paul Hornsby was appointed.  A new representative is needed for “All We Can” as Rev. Bernard Arnold is stepping down. 

Jennie Harris, Synod Secretary, went through a few notices.  The Autumn Synod will be on 17th September at Stowmarket.  The new edition of Grapevine is hot off the press (and available on the website).  There are Celebrate Life leaflets in the Circuit boxes for all churches (supporting the Methodist Church in your will).  Copies of the Bar Hill constitution documents were available for those who had not seen them on the website.  

National youth report
We welcomed the National Youth President Craig Gaffney who had made a long journey to be with us.  Craig explained that his was a full time paid post.  The role of Youth President sits within the DMLN cluster.  It provides a voice for the young people.  A group of youth and children’s representatives are elected at 3Generate.  They are a group of volunteers managed by Craig.  Craig also does visits and speaks to various churches.  He gets to do an overseas trip – to Fiji in July.  The Youth President plans, hosts and delivers 3Generate.  Craig showed a video of 3Generate.  This gives young people a chance to see how many other young people there are in the Methodist Church.  3Generate in 2015 was more than double that in 2014 and still people were turned away.  It is held at a PGO Centre in Swindon and has outdoor and indoor activities.  There is also a lot of serious business with log-ins and workshops on issues like immigration, climate change and sexual relations.  There are statements for the Methodist Church to take on board and these form the youth manifesto.  There is also a lot of worship.

Craig gave five topics and invited us to pick one in small groups and discuss for five minutes.  These were along the following lines – same sex marriages, war and conflict (particularly the use of prayer in this context), accessibility, training and guidance on dealing with bullying and refugee and asylum seekers.  These are issues to start discussing in our churches.  Craig asked us to encourage our 18-23s to come to 3Generate – the District is funding ten places.  From a personal viewpoint, as a youngster Craig felt really loved by the Methodist Church family but that the Church was not as open to new ideas and change as it could be.  We should refer to “God’s church” rather than “my church”.  The message of the gospel is one of freedom.  Each young person needs five adults mentoring them to keep them part of the church.  Young people are the church now not the church of the future.  We should not send them out of services because they cannot deal with the full gospel message.  God’s church is for God’s mission and glory.  

Craig commented that church buildings are full for Alcohol Anonymous or Weightwatchers meetings where people are committed to change.  Craig was thanked for enthusing us and making us think.         
Rev. Dr Jonathan Dean
Julian said we were delighted to welcome Jonathan who is now a Methodist Tutor at Queen’s College Birmingham.  His theme was confidence and imagination and he had been asked to reflect theologically and practically.  Jonathan said it was lovely to be home as he grew up in the Ely and Newmarket area and candidated under the wonderful care of Rev. John Fenn.  He read from Mark Chapter 5 verse 7 and said the area looked a lot like us with a well-developed order.  Jesus throws it into chaos by healing someone.  People saw the healing and were terrified and begged Jesus to go home.  They were not prepared to reorder their own little world.  When Jesus visits he disrupts, brings the marginalised to the centre and welcomes all.  If we are not being challenged and transformed by the gospel we are unlikely to recognise healing around us.  Perhaps we need to return and discover the gospel anew.  We need to overturn our own conventional wisdom and then that of the world.

Jonathan mentioned an AA meeting in Chicago, which he had the privilege of attending, where he heard stories of lives out of control and failure of ways to live.  They turned their lives over to a higher power.  The love was palpable as they sought together to be healed.  Jonathan also referred to Julian of Norwich who resisted the prevailing ideas of the church to which she belonged.  Her focus was on love, as was John Wesley’s.  We need to change our minds, views and perceived wisdom as we believe in the therapeutic power of the gospel.  Our District Policy Statement refers to imaginative risk taking.

Jonathan also referred to the Vatican Council 50 years ago.  Pope John saw the church losing touch with the basic gospel message.  Things in the church needed to change to make it fit for the twentieth century and beyond.  The present Pope looks back to this.  We must not retreat into fear but must undergo the radical demands of the gospel again.  We were given an opportunity to reflect on what various statements meant to us and various people fed back their thoughts, including Rev. Catherine Dixon referring to a small church in King’s Lynn which is embodying grace in an extraordinary way, underpinned by prayer.               
District business / reports 

It was proposed that the name of the East Norfolk Circuit be changed to the Norfolk Broads Circuit.  This change will appear on the agenda for Conference.  Synod gave its approval.
The advance papers contained reports from the Policy Committee and four of the District Groups - Administration, Service, Evangelism, and Worship.  It was agreed that authorisation should be sought for an incoming Probationer Minister, Debbie Caulk, to preside at Holy Communion.  This was not being sought for the Probationer coming to the Cambridge Circuit as they have a lot of retired Ministers.  Geoff Best reminded us that Faith & Worship ceases to recruit from August 2016 so new trainee Local Preachers and Worship Leaders will go on the new course.  He was seeking input over lunch as to whether Circuits were running this themselves, with or without support, or were intending to use the four District training days.  Geoff was also concerned that some messages sent by Alison Travis or himself seem to have gone into the ether so he was giving very advance notice of the District Local Preachers’ weekend being the first weekend in March 2017 – please let your Local Preachers and Worship Leaders know the date.  

The Evangelism Group report was received.  Rev. Ian Gardner explained about the Bar Hill Model Governing documents and these were approved by Synod and a direction given under SO611.  Ian was thanked for all the work he does.  Rev. Colin Watkins advertised the Climate Change conference at St Ives on 18th June being organised together with the Diocese of Vellore India and Christian Aid.  The cost is £10 a head to include food.            

It was Dr Jack Lawson’s last Synod as he retires in the summer.  Jack gave his reflections on twelve years in the post under various titles.  This has allowed him to use his gifts and talents and have fun.  The District Mediation team was set up by Jack and we have a lot less formal complaints than we used to.  Church project and grant application writing skills are now much better.  Jack mentioned various projects including Walton Parish Nursing, Huntingdon, Haddenham, Wicken, Café TMC at Blakeney and Cottenham. 

Richard Armiger gave a DMLN report.  He referred to the leaflet given out which now shows the full team including Rev. Chrissie Howe.  There was also a leaflet of forthcoming events.  Richard referred to events at Cliff College and to Re-imagine at the Hayes.  He reminded us that tickets for 3Generate sell out quickly.  Applications for one of the ten District places need to be made via Jennie Harris.  The East Anglia and BEH Districts sent a total of 73 young people last year.  DMLN e-news is sent out roughly monthly.  A joint Superintendents gathering was held at High Leigh.  Rev. Catherine Dixon advertised that Wesley House is now functioning but the formal opening is in April 2017.  There are now students studying part time around the country.  Holiness – a free theological journal – is available.

Richard Dean spoke on behalf of the Learning and Caring Group.  He thanked the District Policy Committee for sending him good wishes following his heart attack and Jennie Harris for pulling bits together for the report.  He also thanked God, family and friends.  He thanked Rev. Sharon Willimott for her under 19s work and the rest of that team.  Rave in the Nave (at Ely) has ceased but a group are looking at what can be done involving young people.  Julian said we are relooking at the under 19s work but added his thanks to the group.  David Yarham spoke about public issues particularly the conflicts in the Middle East and urged people to get their information from people actively involved in peace in the Holy Land such as Aileen Fox’s daughter.  He also advertised the George Edwards Memorial meeting at Gressenhall on 25th June.

Linda Morgan’s Safeguarding report was received.  Lorna Burroughes reported on behalf of the Service Group.  They are trying to update the links on the District website as they work through some issues.  Lorna said thanks for all the time given to our Charities.  Rev. John Boardman referred to the Fair Trade leaflets in the Circuit boxes.

Rev. Andrew King reported on behalf of the Administration Group.  He thanked (in his absence) Grahame Lindsay as he retires as Hunter Rowe Administrator and welcomed Angus Campbell as he takes over this role.  He also thanked Barbara George who retires as District Travel Fund Treasurer – a replacement is still being sought.  Andrew also gave his thanks to Dr Jack Lawson.  He asked that grant applications reach Rev. Dr Mike Wilson a month before the Grants and Personnel meetings (e.g. by 9 May 2016).  

Shaun Cushion, District Treasurer, briefly went through the accounts and budget explaining about grants from the District Advance Fund to reduce the deficit and keep down the increase to Circuits.  A small group are considering the formula for calculating the Assessments for the next three years.  Synod was happy to approve the accounts and adopt the budget for 2016/17.  Grapevine has no separate budget as only a few are printed now and cost comes under printing and stationery.  Shaun was thanked for his hard work.  Roger Pauley said eight out of fifteen Circuits had completed their property returns online and some others are nearly there.  He also referred to the plans for the new building for the Chinese Church at Bowthorpe Road.  

Julian urged people to read all the written reports.
Farewell and Thanks

Farewells were said to Deacon Georgina Brooks (moving on), Rev. David King (retiring), Rev. Ruth Browning (retiring as URC Presbyter Waveney Valley), Rev. Solomon Joseph (retiring), Rev Andrew Fielding (retiring but living in Dereham so still around) and Rev. Bev Barclay (still residing in the District and continuing as District Probationers’ Secretary).
Richard Armiger gave a tribute to Dr Jack Lawson who was thanked by a round of applause.  Julian advertised the Autumn Synod in Stowmarket when Rev. Andrew Roberts, a member of the DMLN and author of the book Holy Habits, will be speaking.  There will be a Connexional resource centred on this book.  It is about renewing confidence in God, being imaginative and more risk taking.  Rev. Catherine Dixon gave the vote of thanks (complementing the new Norwich venue and the organising team and using the words of Shakespeare as it is the 400th anniversary) and Rev. Catherine Hutton and the Norwich Circuit led the closing worship.
Susan Eldridge

Assistant Synod Secretary     
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