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PREFACE
This theological workbook has been produced on behalf of the Church of England and the Methodist Church by Dr Martin Davie, the Theological Secretary to the Church of England’s Council for Christian Unity. Although Dr Davie has produced the workbook on behalf of the two churches the ideas contained in it are his own and should not be seen as representing the views of the churches themselves. 

The workbook is intended for clergy, ordinands, lay ministers and all who are interested in theological study and reflection. It is not a guide to the Common Statement nor is it an attempt to persuade people to support the covenant proposals. What it is is an attempt to look as objectively and even-handedly as possible at the major theological issues raised by the Common Statement in the conviction that these are issues which deserve serious attention by the people of God if they are to fulfil their calling to be obedient to God in thought and action.  

We read in the book of Acts that the Jews in Beroea: ‘…were more noble than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with all eagerness, examining the scriptures daily to see if these things were so’ (Acts 17:11). It is that kind of enthusiastic and detailed theological study that this workbook seeks to promote.

Church House, London 

November 2002  

How to use this workbook

1. This workbook is intended for anyone who wishes to delve deeper into the theological issues raised by the new Anglican Methodist Common Statement An Anglican-Methodist Covenant. You do not have to have any formal theological qualifications to benefit from it, the only requirement is a willingness to think hard about the matters under discussion!  

2. What you will need as well as this workbook are a Bible, and a copy of the Common Statement. For those who wish to take the issues further additional bibliographical material is provided at the end of this workbook. 

3. The workbook is divided into seven chapters, each of which corresponds to one or more chapter in the Common Statement as indicated by the chapter heading. Each of these seven chapters is divided into two sections:

· The first section is a guided exploration of the issues raised by a particular section of the Common Statement. 

· The second is a series of questions for discussion which is intended to focus the discussion of these issues in the context of a study group. 

4. The workbook can be used either by individuals or by a study group. 

· If you are using it as an individual you can simply make notes on the issues raised in the first section and you do not need to go on to answer the questions for discussion. It is important, however, that you do make notes of your thoughts on the various issues raised in each chapter. Experience has shown that people learn far more when they have to observe the discipline of writing things down than when they simply keep their thoughts in their head!      

· If you are using it as a member of a study group you should make notes on the issues raised in each chapter and then use these as the basis for your answers to the questions for discussion.    

5. In answering the questions for discussion what you need to bear is mind is that your answer is intended to contribute to the discussion by the group as a whole. This means a detailed essay will probably not be appreciated and a simple two sentence answer probably will not be helpful either. 

You will need to judge the needs of your particular group and tailor your answers so that they are detailed enough to make a useful contribution to the discussion, but not so long as to dominate the group and prevent other people having their say.  One A4 side of notes for each question will probably be about right. 

6.  If you are using this workbook and are not a Methodist or an Anglican you will hopefully find that there are a lot of common issues that are relevant to your tradition as well. However, please feel free to doctor the questions for discussion so as to make a contribution from your own particular perspective.   

7.   If the workbook is being used in a study group it is important that all members of the group are committed to working carefully through the material before the group meets. If people try to answer the questions in the context of the meeting itself without adequate preparation all that is likely to result is a superficial discussion from which no one will really benefit. 

8.  It is also important that the person leading the group ensures that everyone has their say and that the group is not simply dominated by the most articulate or talkative persons present. 

9. Since chapter six is very long it is probably best to divide it into four sessions,

each of which looks at one of the four components of full visible unity which the chapter covers.
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CHAPTER ONE. 

INTRODUCTION:  THE PURPOSE AND SCOPE OF THE COMMON STATEMENT 

In its opening words the introduction sums up the nature of the document which follows.  It tells us that: 

This Common Statement proposes a new relationship between the Methodist Church of Great Britain and the Church of England. It culminates in a proposed Anglican-Methodist Covenant for England of mutual affirmation and mutual commitment, as a major stepping stone towards organic unity. (p.1) 

This statement tells us three things. 

· What is proposed is a new relationship between the two churches. 

· A new covenant of mutual affirmation and commitment is seen as the way to bring about this new relationship. 

· The proposed new relationship is intended to lead to ‘organic unity’ between 

Anglicans and Methodists at some point in the future.

Each of these points raises a fundamental issue which you will need to bear in mind as you work through the Common Statement.  

1. Does there need to be a new relationship between the two churches? 

The first issue is whether there needs to be a new relationship between the two churches.  The proposal for a new relationship is based on the belief that the current relationship between the two churches is deficient.  What you will need to consider is whether this is in fact the case or whether the relationship is fine as it is. 

Those who would maintain that the relationship is fine as it is would offer a number reasons for taking this position. 

· There is an excellent working relationship between the two churches at both a national and a local level as the fifth chapter of the Covenant document makes clear. 

· Whatever may be the case at the level of abstract theology, there are many  implicit practical ways in which  both churches recognise each other as churches, and this has been the case for a very long time. 

· The existence of the two separate churches allows each of them to preserve and develop their own traditions and thus to contribute to spiritual richness of the Christian Church as a whole.

· In our spiritually and materially needy world spending time and resources on union schemes is unjustifiable since the time and the resources need to be spent on more urgent priorities. 

· Finally, some would add to the arguments in favour of the present relationship that

both churches are in decline, and simply joining them together will not address the causes of the decline and could even accelerate it. 

On the other hand those who would hold that there does need to be a new relationship would make the following points of their own. 

· The wounds caused by two centuries of division and by the Church of England’s rejection of ecumenical overtures from the Methodist Church in 1972 and 1982 can only be healed by a formal public recognition by each church of the other. 

· There is still a suspicion held by some people in both churches that there are aspects of the theology of the other church that are defective and this suspicion needs to be explicitly addressed if the relationship between the churches is to flourish. 

· There are still some practical points at issue between the two churches that need to be faced up to and dealt with such as, for instance, the fact that lay celebration of the Eucharist is permitted in Methodism but forbidden in the Church of England, and the fact that the Church of England still insists on episcopal confirmation and ordination for Methodists who wish to serve as Anglican clergy or readers. 

· Although there are already excellent working relationships between the two churches, the new covenant relationship would give official encouragement to the further development of these relationships, and thus enable their mission to our needy world to be exercised more effectively. 

· There is no reason why the separate traditions of the two churches should be lost in a future united church.  Such a church would not be simply uniform but would seek to cherish both unity and legitimate diversity. 

· Above all they would say that the existence of two separate forms of the one body of Christ is a theological scandal since it contradicts the witness that the Christian Church is meant to bear to the reconciling and unifying work of Christ. St Paul could not tolerate division in the Church in Corinth (see 1 Cor 1:10-17) and we should likewise not tolerate division in the Church in England. 

What you need to consider is what you think about these two sets of arguments, and what you think about the proposal for a new relationship between the two churches as a result. 

2 Is a new covenant of mutual affirmation and commitment the way to bring about 

      a new relationship? 

As you will see as when you reach the end of the document, what is proposed is a covenant between the two churches at a national level in which each affirms the other as a ‘true church’ and commits itself in certain specific ways to working towards further unity between them. 

This proposal is based on the unstated  belief  that what will help the churches move towards a better relationship is this kind of formal affirmation and commitment. 

Those who accept this belief do so because they hold that:

· The only way to overcome the mutual suspicions which have overshadowed Anglican-Methodist relations in the past is by a public acknowledgement that each church really does accept the authenticity of the other.

· The best way to get the two churches to work together is by a formal public commitment that they will do so, since this will authorise and energise work 

for unity at both a national and a local level.

· This kind of formal affirmation and commitment will create a greater sense of mutual accountability between the two churches.  

Those who do not accept this belief might reject it for a number of reasons

· They might believe that either the Church of England or the Methodist Church was not a true church. 

· They might believe that it was so obvious that both churches were true churches that it did not need saying, and that the suspicions of the past are now all long forgotten. 

· They might be sceptical about the value of national commitments and think that what really mattered was what happens between churches at the local level.

· They might believe that the covenant is too timid and that what should be being proposed is complete unity between the two churches straight away.  

What you will need to do is weigh up these arguments and then decide which of them persuade you.  

3. Is ‘organic unity’ something for which we should be aiming?  

As has already been noted, the proposed Anglican-Methodist covenant is not viewed as an end in itself but is seen as enabling the two churches to move towards ‘organic unity’.  This phrase is a technical term which is used to describe a form of unity in which there would be one church instead of two and in which there would be a common confession of faith, common sacraments, a common form of ministry, and a common structure of church government. 

· Those in favour of moving towards organic unity would hold that in order to give visible expression to the unity which Christians have in Christ, and in order to carry out the mission of the Church more effectively, there needs to be one Church with the elements listed above. They would say that this and nothing less is demanded  by the picture of the Church which we find in the New Testament in passages such as Acts 2: 41-47.  

They would see the establishment of organic unity between Methodists and Anglicans as part of a wider ecumenical process in which their unity eventually becomes part of the unity of all God’s people in one united world wide Church as a sign of the coming unity of all things in Christ (Eph 1.10).   

· Those who would question the pursuit of organic unity would argue in return that a unified Church of the sort described above could never be achieved. They would also add that even if it could be achieved it would mean that the churches that had come together had sacrificed their theological principles, and that legitimate and beneficial Christian diversity would have been lost along the way. 

They would therefore say that it would be wrong for Anglicans and Methodists to go down this road, and that they should settle instead for a situation of ‘reconciled diversity’ in which the two churches would continue to exist, but in which there would be mutual recognition,  interchangeability of ministers, and  co-operation in witness and service.   

As with the previous issue what you will need to do is weigh up the arguments on both sides and decide which you find convincing.  

At the start of this section it was noted that you will need to bear these issues in mind as you read through the document. You will only be able to make a fully informed decision about them when you have completed your study of the Common Statement, but in order to help focus your thinking as you read it through it will be helpful for you to work out your initial thoughts on these issues before you go any further.

Questions for discussion. 

1. Is there something wrong with the current state of Anglican-Methodist relationships?

2. Is organic union between the two churches the goal for which we should be aiming?

3.   Is the proposal for a national covenant of affirmation and commitment a creative

      way forward?

CHAPTER TWO. METHODISM AND THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND 

In this chapter of the report there is an account of the history of the Church of England and Methodism from the 18th century onwards which is intended to provide the historical information needed to understand the relationship between Anglicans and Methodists today. This account charts the reasons why the two traditions grew apart  from the end of the eighteenth century, and how a new ecumenical climate emerged from the time of the Lambeth Conference in 1920. 

The chapter begins by noting how each church’s view of the other has been affected by a number of historical stereotypes.  After having looked at two of these, the chapter then goes on to give an account of the ministry of John Wesley, and explains how Wesley’s decision to ordain ministers for the Methodist societies in America and provide for a group within the Methodist Conference to exercise oversight over the Methodist movement in perpetuity after his death made it: ‘….increasingly difficult to maintain that John Wesley’s Methodism was part of the Church of England.’ (p.5)   

The next section of the chapter explains how Methodism developed after the death of Wesley in 1791. It describes how tensions over the extent of ministerial authority and the nature of the ministerial office, and the impact of  ‘American revival methods’ (p.5)  led to the fragmentation of Methodism into a number of different churches from 1797 onwards, and how most of  these different churches gradually came together to form the present Methodist Church of Great Britain in 1932. 

After charting the development of Methodism the chapter then goes on to look at the development of the Church of England over the same period. It explores how the development of Anglo-Catholicism and: ‘…an increasing sense of competition between churches in the towns and villages of England’ (p.7) led to a widening division between Methodists and Anglicans. It then notes how the Lambeth Conference of 1888 adopted a basis for reunion with other churches, and how the growth of self-government within the Church of England led to an increasing sense that the Church of England was the church of only part of the English people rather than the religious expression of the nation as a whole. 

The final section of the chapter looks at how the appeal for unity issued by the Lambeth Conference of 1920 led to better relationships between the Church of England and the Free Churches and how this eventually led to the Anglican- Methodist conversations about unity in the 1950s and 60s. It also explains how the Free Churches came to reconsider their traditional rejection of a link between the Church and state, how the impact of the Second Vatican Council led to Roman Catholic involvement in the ecumenical scene, and how the emergence of Local Ecumenical Partnerships has broken down barriers between the churches and opened up new possibilities of co-operation between them. 

Like the introduction, this account of the history of Methodism and the Church of England also raises a number of important issues. 

1. What are we to make of this account of Anglican-Methodist History?  

Just as in any relationship between two individuals each individual concerned will tell the story of that relationship from their own particular perspective, so also any two churches will give their own account of their shared past. These accounts are tremendously important because what churches believe about their past inevitably shapes the way they perceive themselves and each other in the present. 

In order to develop a healthy relationship in the present and future therefore Anglicans and Methodists need to develop an agreed account of their history which challenges the damaging  historical myths which each tradition has developed about the other and enables each to own up to their share of the responsibility for the separation between them. 

The historical chapter in the Common Statement is an attempt to provide this sort of agreed account of Anglican-Methodist history and the issue you have to consider is what you make of it.  

In specific terms this means that you need to answer two questions: 

· How accurate is this account?  

Although this account of Anglican-Methodist history was adopted by the formal conversations as a whole, it was largely written by one particular individual who in fact is a member of neither of the two churches. This means it inevitably reflects their particular perspective on the matter, and, in addition, because the account is brief it is inevitably selective in what it covers. What you need to think about is whether you think that these factors have meant that the picture has been distorted or anything significant has been left out.  

What, if anything, would you like to add or challenge? 

· How does this account help us to understand the present? 

As we have already noted, the purpose of including this historical account in the Common Statement is to provide an agreed basis for understanding the relationship between Anglicans and Methodists today.  What you need to think about is how it performs this function. 

What lessons do you think we can learn for today from the account of Anglican-Methodist history in the Common statement?   

2. Where has God been in all this?  

The history contained in this chapter is written from a secular historical perspective. That is to say, it tells the story purely in terms of human activity and motivation. 

Now this is of course not the only way in which the story could be told. Down the centuries Christians from St.Luke onwards have seen the history of the Church not only in terms of human activity, but also in terms of the activity of God. 

This has been true of Anglicans and Methodists as well.  For example, Catholic Anglicans have seen God’s hand at work in the way that the emergence of the Oxford movement in the 1830s led to a growth in Christian holiness and the recovery of neglected aspects of Catholic truth. Likewise, Methodists have traditionally seen God at work rescuing Wesley as a child from a fire at his father’s rectory at Epworth and subsequently raising him up to preach ‘scriptural holiness’ throughout the land. 

You may agree or disagree with either or both of these examples. What matters is that you should try and think theologically about Anglican-Methodist history and ask (a) how you think we can know where God is at work, and  (b) how you therefore perceive God to have been at work in the history of your own particular tradition. 

It matters that you should do this both because it is intrinsically good to see what God has done and praise him for it (see for example Psalm 107),  and because if a particular aspect of either the Anglican or the Methodist tradition can be seen to result from  the work of God himself then it will be something that will need to be valued  and preserved as his gift in any future united Church. 

3. How big a role has sin played in the story?     

Not only does this chapter refrain from talking about the work of God, but it also refrains from talking about the sins of human beings.  Specifically, no attempt is made to say whether anyone was at fault for the way in which the Church of England and Methodism grew apart. 

Now, the refusal to attribute blame has obvious ecumenical benefits since we all know that partisan versions of history which put the blame for division on traditions other than our own have done much to poison relationships between Christians down the years. One need only look at the way in which polemical readings of what happened at the Reformation have divided Protestants and Roman Catholics down the centuries to get this point. 

On the other hand, taking human sin and failure out of the picture also has its downside. Firstly, it creates a distorted picture of history since in reality, as we all know, human sinfulness profoundly shapes how churches develop. Secondly, unless we can see how people went wrong in the past then we will have no chance of avoiding going down the same road ourselves. 

It is therefore important that you should think about the story contained in this chapter and try to discern where human sin has been the cause of things going wrong. 

This is an exercise which can easily go awry because all of us find it easier to spot the speck in someone else’s eye rather than the beam in our own (Mt 7:1-5), and this means that we end up identifying the faults in the other tradition and not in our own.  

This is an unhelpful thing to do since it merely reinforces existing divisions in the way mentioned above. What we need to do is to be as honest as possible about the faults on both sides so that through discussion between members of both churches we can engage in a ‘reconciliation of memories’ by developing an agreed account of what went wrong in the past in order to move forward together to a better future.

4.Should we be praying for revival? 

As we have noted, this chapter makes mention of the impact of American ‘revival methods’ on the history of Methodism. What it does not consider is whether the development of Methodism in the 18th century and the emergence of the Primitive Methodists and the Bible Christians in the 19th  century reflect the fact that these centuries saw not just the use of revivalist methods such as camp meetings but instances of real revival. 

The distinction between the two is significant because while revivalist methods are examples of human religious techniques, revivals as such have traditionally been seen as acts of God.  As J I Packer notes: 

Revival as Protestant theology has used the word for 250 years, means God’s quickening visitation of his people, touching their hearts and deepening his work of grace in their lives. It is essentially a corporate occurrence, an enlivening of individuals not in isolation but together.
    

The issue of whether there were examples of revival in this sense in the 18th and 19th centuries deserves serious consideration because it has implications for the behaviour of the Church today. 

In his history of Christian revivals, I will pour out my Spirit , Ron Davies explains the characteristics of revival as follows: 

   It first manifests itself as a deep concern on the part of professing Christians regarding the shallowness and superficiality of their spiritual lives. They become profoundly conscious of the poverty of their relationship with God, the standard of their moral lives and their service for Christ. An awareness of the holiness of God, who is experienced as near but at the same time as angry or displeased with them, produces a deep sense of conviction of sin, which is often felt to be intolerable. It may cause weeping and other signs of grief, and may also have physical effects such as prostration or similar unusual actions. 

   Many Christians affected in this way eventually come to a new assurance of God’s gracious forgiveness or restoration; they become enthusiastic witnesses to others, both Christian and non- Christian. They may be public preachers, or private Christians who joyfully testify to what God has done for them. In this way, the effect of the reviving experience spreads through a large section of the Church, bringing many to a new depth of Christian life and devotion, affecting many who had claimed or though themselves to be believers with a realisation that hitherto they had been mere hypocrites, and bringing an increasing number of outsiders to initial faith.
  

There can be no doubt that these characteristics were present both in the Evangelical revival of the 18th century and in the subsequent Methodist revivals in the first half of the 19th century. The testimony of those involved makes this point quite clear. 

What is disputed, however, is what we are to make of the phenomena involved. 

On the one hand there are those who want to say that these were instances of revival in the classic Protestant sense of the term. That is to say, they would say that they were instances of God’s direct supernatural intervention in the history of His Church, renewing his people and extending his kingdom. 

It is important that we consider whether this was, in fact, what took place. This is because  if it is indeed the case that God does from time to time send seasons of revival to His people, and if, as many in both the Anglican and Methodist traditions have held, these seasons of revival are God’s chosen way of giving new life to His people and extending His kingdom then obviously we ought to be looking to God to send revival in our day as well. 

Furthermore, it has commonly been held that while the sending of revival is a sovereign act of God  He acts in this way in response to concerted, believing, prayer (2 Chron 7:14 has been a key text here) and therefore if we want to see revival in our day we ought to make praying for it a priority in our churches.  

On the other hand there have also been those who have argued strongly that the instances of revival cited from the past can be explained in sociological and psychological terms. They would say that sociologically revival is explicable in terms of a widespread turning back to religion in times of rapid social change, and that psychologically the kind of emotional and physical effects described by Davies are explicable in terms of group hysteria or psychological manipulation. 

It has also been argued theologically that a concentration on the hope that God will send a revival can prevent us from seeing the way that God is presently at work in his Church and in His world in a myriad of different ways. This is particularly the case because whereas the theology underlying the revivals of the 18th century was based on an ‘optimism of grace’ that looked for God to increasingly transform the world through the spread of the gospel, from the mid 19th century onwards revivalism has become linked with a negative view of the world’s future and a belief that the mission of the Church is simply to save individual souls from God’s impending judgement. 

In addition it has been pointed out that the effects of revival in the past have been distinctly ambivalent. As Davies notes: 

The intensity of experience and the new conviction of truth in the minds of those affected often means that splits and divisions result from revivals. Sometimes these occur when groups of professing Christians are bypassed by the effects of the awakening, or are repelled by the events or by the excesses of some associated with the events. When leaders in the Church oppose the revival, the ‘revived’ group secedes or is forced out. At other times, two or more groups of those who have been revived differ from each other, often over their theological understanding, and the result is the formation of a number of new groups. 

Both these types of division can be seen in the revivals of the 18th  and 19th centuries and the issue they raise is whether revival really is good for the Church if it has such harmful effects upon its unity.  

Those who take a more sceptical view of claims for revival would say that it is better to try to discern the way that God is already at work in the Church and the world rather than pin our hopes on some dramatic future revival to transform our situation.      

What you have to consider is what you think of these arguments for and against the theology of revival. For details of the traditional theology of revival a good place to start is the book by Davies mentioned earlier. For a more sceptical approach see John Kent  Holding the Fort   (London: Epworth Press 1978).

5.In retrospect, did the rise of the Oxford Movement have to be so divisive?   
There can be little doubt that, as paragraph 18 notes, the emergence of the Oxford Movement had a damaging effect on Anglican Methodist relations. 

On the one hand it led many in the Church of England to believe that that Methodists were not part of the Catholic Church: 

For those in this tradition nonconformists were at best schismatics and at worse heretics. There was certainly no case for recognising their ministers as ministers of word and sacrament or their churches as part of the Catholic Church. Nor was any distinction drawn between Methodists and other nonconformists. (p.7) 

On the other hand it also led to many Methodists distancing themselves still further from the Church of England on the grounds that the Oxford Movement, and the Anglo-Catholic movement which grew out of it, showed that the Church of England was full of people who were seeking to undermine the Reformation and to deliver England back into the hands of the Roman Catholic Church:

The influence of Anglo-Catholicism on nonconformist perceptions of the Church of England should not be underestimated. In the 1840s the fear of ‘popery’ in the Church of England led even the most conservative Wesleyans to ally with nonconformists for the first time. The Evangelical Alliance was one manifestation of this. Some more radical Wesleyans and other Methodists were drawn to support the Anti-State Church association and to criticise the principle of establishment. (p.7)  

In spite of the fact that the rise of the Oxford movement thus led to increased division between Anglicans and Methodists it has been suggested that there was more in common between the Oxford Movement and Methodism than was recognised in the nineteenth century. 

There are three grounds on which this has been suggested.

The first is the fact that both the Oxford Movement  and Methodism shared a common concern for the importance of Christian holiness. As is well known, one of the key distinctives of the teaching of the Wesleys was their stress on the importance of holy living, and this was also a key emphasis of the Oxford Movement. 

As Stephen Neill notes in his book Anglicanism, referring to those involved in the Oxford movement by the alternative name of ‘Tractarians’: 

Even a cursory acquaintance with the literature of the of the time makes it clear that what the Tractarians were more concerned about than anything else was holiness, a  new kind of holiness, ascetic, austere, demanding, pledged to devotion to Christ to the uttermost whatever the cost.

The second is the fact that both the Oxford Movement and Methodism shared a common concern for the idea that the Church should not simply be regarded as a branch of civil society but should see itself primarily as the body of Christ. 

In the 18th century the first Methodists justified their activities not with reference to the authority of the state but with reference to the activity of the God who was at work among them and a similar emphasis was re-discovered by the Oxford Movement. 

To quote Stephen Neill again: 

At a time when all too many in the Church of England were prepared to regard it as a branch of the Civil Service, or the religious aspect of a nation’s existence, the Oxford men brought back into life the forgotten doctrine that the Church is the body of Christ, that the life it lives is His life, and that, outside of the divine authority that He has given it, it should neither desire nor seek for any other authority.
 

The third is the fact that both Anglo-Catholicism and Methodism were marked by a common  zeal for mission.  The missionary endeavours of the early Methodists are well known, but perhaps less well known, but equally heroic were the missionary endeavours of Anglo-Catholic Priests inspired by the ideals of the Oxford Movement 

in the slum parishes of Victorian Britain which can in many ways be seen as paralleling the missionary activity of the early Methodists in the previous century. 

As Kenneth Hylson-Smith puts it in his study High Churchmanship in the Church of England: 

Confronted with the religious indifference of the impoverished unsophisticated working classes, the ‘Anglo-Catholic slum priests’ of the second half of the nineteenth century offered a religious with ‘colour, movement, action, and, above all, simple rules for being a Christian. This was in contrast to the dreariness of an average Anglican service at the time, the centre of which was a long and often boring sermon – sometimes little more than an intellectualized interpretation of Christianity.’ Methodism had lost its initiative, energy and effectiveness and Anglo-Catholics in the second half of the century recognised a home missionary task which needed to be undertaken with dedication and determination; they were convinced that they alone could give the Church of England inroads into urban working-class areas. The Anglo-Catholic slum priests of the period were fired by a great sense of mission and a deep concern for the well-being of those to whom they ministered. 
  

What do you think of these suggested areas of convergence?  Do you think they indicate that  there was more common ground between the Oxford Movement and Methodism than was recognised at the time?   

Questions for discussion

1. What lessons do you think we can learn for the present from the account of

 Anglican-Methodist history in the Common Statement? .      

2.Where would you see (a) the hand of God and (b) human sinfulness at work in the history contained in this chapter.                                                      

3 Do you agree or disagree that God has sent revival in the past and that we should 

look for him to do so again?

4. Was there more similarity between the Oxford Movement and Methodism than was recognised at the time? 

CHAPTER THREE.  OUR CHURCHES TODAY,  THE HEALING OF MEMORIES  &  ANGLICANS AND  METHODISTS WORKING TOGETHER 
Whereas the previous chapter of the report looked at the history of the relationship between the Church of England and the Methodist Church in this country, the three chapters of the Common Statement we are looking at in this chapter are concerned with the present state of the two churches and their relationship. 

‘Our Churches Today’ is a straightforward factual account of the size and organisation  of the two churches and their place within the World Methodist Council and the Anglican Communion.  

‘The Healing of Memories’ notes the existence of feelings of ‘….disappointment, resentment, insecurity and incomprehension’ (p.14)  that could keep the two churches apart and suggests ways in which these feelings can be addressed so that the two churches can go forward together. 

‘Anglicans and Methodists Working Together’ charts the: ‘… strong national and local relationships between Anglicans and Methodist in England’ (p.16) and how these find expression in the ecumenical movement, in local ecumenical partnerships, in collaboration between the leadership and central staffs of the two churches and in shared ordination training. 

The important issues which are raised by these chapters are the following: 

1. Should the picture of the two churches have acknowledged their internal diversity?  

There can be no question that the picture of the two churches contained in this chapter is factually accurate. The question is whether the chapter should have made reference to the great diversity which exists within both bodies. 

Even a brief acquaintance with Methodism and the Church of England reveals that within both traditions there are wide variations on matters to do with theology, ethics, spirituality and liturgical practice in addition to wide local variations of ethos due to particular local circumstances. In his recent book on Methodist ecclesiology Love Bade Me Welcome the Methodist writer David Carter suggests, for example, that it is probable that: 

…modern Methodism embraces a wider diversity of styles of worship, devotion and theological approach than in any previous era. 

and similar observations have frequently been made by Anglican commentators with regard to the Church of England. 

The question is not whether this diversity exists (since everyone acknowledges that it does). The question is, rather, whether this diversity should have been made more of in this report. 

The argument against acknowledging it, except, as we shall see, with reference to particular points of theology and ecclesiology, is that it is unnecessary to mention it because the diversity within the two churches exists within an overarching unity of belief and practice and it is this overarching unity which the present report is intended to highlight. 

The argument for acknowledging it is that the divisions within the two churches are as serious as the divisions between them and that to move towards true unity will necessarily entail a process of ‘internal ecumenism’ in which these internal divisions are tackled. However, before this can happen these divisions have to fully admitted and this document would have been a good place to do that. 

What you need to decide is whether you think it would have been better to acknowledge this diversity more clearly or whether this is unnecessary because the diversity is contained within an overall unity of faith and practice, and it is this latter unity which is of importance for ecumenism.  

2.What was the real cause of the division between the two churches?

In the chapter on ‘The Healing of Memories’ the claim is made that: ‘….the genesis of our division lay more in pragmatic responses to circumstances than in doctrinal disagreements.’ (p.15).  

The point that the document is seeking to make here is that what caused the original division between the two traditions was not a major theological disagreement like that which separated Catholics and Arians in the fourth century  or  Protestants and Roman Catholics in the sixteenth. Instead the issue was how to make pastoral provision for the members of the Methodist societies that emerged as a result of the preaching of Wesley and his colleagues. Wesley and the Methodist leaders who followed him came to feel that such provision could not be adequately provided within the existing structures of the Church of England and so made their own arrangements which eventually achieved permanent existence in the form of a new and separate church. 

There are two reasons why this interpretation of events is put forward. 

(a) It reflects the fact it was indeed decisions about how to provide care for the Methodist societies rather than any great doctrinal dispute that led Methodism to acquire a distinct identity separate from the fact of the Church of England.     

(b) It will be easier to bring the two traditions together again if it is accepted that there are no basic doctrinal issues at stake between them.

On the other hand this interpretation of events is also needs evaluating.  This is because the decisions that were made about how to provide for the pastoral needs of the Methodist societies were not solely pragmatic in nature. They also involved doctrinal issues. 

The decision by Wesley to ordain his own ministers was based on the theological conviction that in the Early Church bishops and presbyters were identical and therefore it was legitimate for him as a presbyter to ordain. The decision to permit Methodist societies to hold their own services, including services of Holy Communion, which were separate from those of their parish Church was based on the theological conviction that it was legitimate to hold such services without the permission of the diocesan bishop. 

It was these challenges to traditional Catholic theology that were noted by the Anglo-Catholics of the 19th century and that is why, as the document notes, they saw Methodists as schismatic if not heretical.  

Whatever one thinks about the use of this kind of language there is no doubt that from their perspective the Anglo-Catholics had a point. The existence of Methodism did involve theological issues about episcopal authority and Catholic order. 

The issue you need to consider is whether these are theological issues which no longer have any importance and can now be forgotten or whether the healing of memories involves reaching agreement about the theological issues that were involved in the original division between Methodism and the Church of England.  

1. How can our traditions be preserved in a united Church of the future?  

In paragraph 42 on page 15 the document declares: 

Our aim is not to put the clock back, to gloss over differences, and to construct a monochrome unity. It is to harvest our diversity, to share our treasures and to remedy our shortcomings, so that we may enjoy together what we believe God has already given our churches and still holds in store for us.  

The point of this declaration is to meet the concerns of those in both churches who are afraid that their particular traditions will be swamped if a new church comes into being.  

There can be no doubt that such concerns exist. 

Some  Methodists are concerned that because they are the smaller church they will be simply swallowed up by the Church of England, a concern compounded by the belief that there will be a process of rationalisation in which smaller Methodist chapels will be closed and their congregations merged with that of their local parish Church.  

Some conservative Anglo-Catholics and Evangelicals in the Church of England are similarly concerned that their traditions will have little future in a united church that will be Catholic in its structure but theologically liberal.  

What you have to consider is (a) whether you think share these fears , and (b) if you do, whether there are any practical steps that could be taken to ensure that these concerns are met in any further moves towards a united church. 

2. What are the strengths and weaknesses of LEPs and shared ordination training? 

Among the examples of Anglicans and Methodists working together that are cited in this report are the existence of LEPs and shared ordination training. The existence of both of these raises issues which you might want to consider. 

LEPS are cited by supporters of ecumenism as providing examples of how Christians of different traditions can come together for a shared life of worship and service. A number of such examples are contained, for instance, in the booklet Releasing Energy to which the text refers. 

However, while many LEPs do undoubtedly work well, there are those who would say that there are also grave problems with many LEPs where there is a single congregation drawn from Christians of two or more different traditions. 

They would say that there are examples where such LEPs have become so detached from their sponsoring churches that they have in fact become examples of a new form of Christianity thus compounding rather than addressing the problem of Christian disunity. They would also say that single congregation  LEPs can all too easily develop into a bland ‘lowest common denominator’ form of Christianity which lacks the richness and vitality of the separate traditions out of which they came.     

If you have knowledge of LEPs and how they work in practice it would be useful for you to reflect on these different views and ask which of them more closely reflects the reality known to you. Do you think on the basis of your experience that LEPs point the way to an ecumenical future or do they provide warnings of what to avoid? 

Shared ordination training is also cited as an example of how ecumenism can work in practice, and as in the case of LEPs its supporters would point to cases where it has worked well. However, once again, there are those who would argue that that there are problems with this kind of training in that it can produce a bland approach to doctrine, liturgy, and spirituality that lacks the richness and passion and concern for theological  truth of a more committed confessional approach. There are also particular concerns amongst Methodists that their particular perspective can be lost in a form of training where Anglicans are in the majority among the students and the staff. 

As before, if you have knowledge of shared training it would be useful for you to reflect on your experience, and think about whether the criticisms of shared training have any validity.  Are there any lessons we can learn about how to train people in the future? 

Questions for discussion 

1. How significant is the diversity within the two churches? 

2. What do you think of the theological convictions that led Wesley to ordain his own ministers and Methodists to hold their own services?  

3.   Would a united Anglican-Methodist church inevitably lead to a loss of Methodist  

      identity and the eclipse of the Anglo-Catholic and Evangelical traditions in the 

      Church of England or could this be prevented? 

4.   What do you see as the strengths and weaknesses of LEPs and shared ordination 

      training? 

CHAPTER FOUR FIFTY YEARS OF ANGLICAN METHODIST CONVERSATIONS, THE FORMAL CONVERSATIONS 

As in the case of the previous chapters, these two chapters are factual and historical. They set out the history of Anglican- Methodist discussions about unity and the nature   

of the process that resulted in the covenant document. 

The chapters explain how the scheme for Anglican- Methodist unity produced in the 1960s was finally rejected by the General Synod of the Church of England in 1972 as were the wider ‘Covenanting for Unity’ proposals a decade later. They then explain how a Methodist initiative in 1994 led to informal conversations between representatives of the Church of England and the Methodist Church  in 1995 and 1996.  

These informal conversations resulted in the report Commitment to Mission and Unity, and on the basis of this report the General Synod and the Methodist Conference authorised the setting up of formal conversations between the two churches as well as informal tri-lateral conversations involving the two churches and the United Reformed Church.     

For the benefit of  those unfamiliar with Anglican ecumenical terminology the difference between ‘informal’ and ‘formal’ conversations should be explained. The former are exploratory in nature and are authorised and report back to the Church of England’s Council for Christian Unity (CCU). The latter are authorised and report back to the General Synod through  CCU and if accepted by Synod can result in a new relationship between the Church of England and another church. 

There are three  issues raised by these two chapters which you need to consider. 

1. What were the objections to the unity proposals in the 1960s and are they still relevant today? 

In its account of the Anglican Methodist proposals of the 1960s the chapter ‘Fifty Years of Anglican-Methodist Conversations’ is silent about the reasons why there were objections to these proposals from both Methodists and Anglicans alike. This silence is due to an understandable desire not to stir up painful memories from the past, but nevertheless if there is to be a genuine ‘healing of memories’ the issues raised by the objectors in the 1960s need to be noted and discussed.    

Methodist Objections 

The clearest account of Methodist objections is probably the ‘Dissentient View’ by four Methodists which was attached to the 1963 report Conversations between the Church of England and the Methodist Church.  An attempt was made to respond to their objections in the 1968 report Anglican- Methodist Unity - Part 2  The Scheme, but the objections themselves retain their importance as evidence of the concerns felt by many Methodists at the time. 

In their dissentient view the four Methodists identify five topics concerning which they are unhappy. 

· First, they are unhappy about what they see as a blurring of the line between Scripture and tradition.  As they see it: 

….tradition represents the worldliness of the Church, scripture points to its supernatural origin and basis. All Christians have much to learn from the past, but it is their perpetual obligation to bring their inherited customs, institutions, and traditions to the bar of scripture, by which Christ rules in his Church.
  

· Secondly, they are unhappy about the requirement that Methodism should accept the historic episcopate. In their view the fundamental point here is that: 

…historic episcopacy is completely without support in the New Testament. This negative observation is itself sufficient to show that no ecclesiastical body has the right to demand participation in historic episcopacy as a qualification for communion or union with itself. Further we are bound to conclude that the belief that the full and true being of the Church is dependent upon its possession of historic episcopacy is inconsistent with the New Testament doctrine that the existence of the People of God depends wholly upon God’s gracious election, grasped by faith only.
    

· Thirdly, they are unhappy with the idea that in the proposed service of reconciliation between the two churches there would be a reciprocal rite in which Methodist ministers would lay hands on the Anglican clergy and Church of England bishops would lay hands on the Methodist clergy.  As far as they are concerned: 

It is impossible to doubt that whatever else the rite implies it confers episcopal ordination; and this (a) means a mechanical and almost magical view of ordination and (b) casts an intolerable (though certainly unintended) slur on Methodist ordinations and ministries in the past.

· Fourthly, they are unhappy about the proposed use of the term ‘priest’ in the service of reconciliation. In their view:    

Whatever the etymology of the English word priest, in this report it means more than presbyter. It is expressly connected with sacrificial views of the Eucharist, and with the power to pronounce absolution…Priest must be understood as hiereus, a word the New Testament applies to Christ, but never to ministers.
 

      They see this use of the term priest as unacceptable because: 

The ministry is a priesthood only in so far as it shares in, and manifests with particular clarity, the priesthood which the whole Church exercises in dependence upon the great High Priest Jesus Christ.

· Fifthly, they are concerned about the sacramental teaching in the report. 

Over against the Church of England view noted in the report that lay celebration of Holy Communion is a ‘grave problem’ they wish to: ‘assert the belief that as a matter of principle the Methodist Church is right in allowing the possibility of it.’
  

They also express ‘disquiet’ over: 

…the doctrines of baptismal regeneration and eucharistic sacrifice as they are referred to in the report. It is true that these terms call for careful definition before they can be either approved or disapproved; but such definition should be given, and some interpretations of the terms should be excluded.

      Finally, they are concerned that in a future united church in which episcopal    

      ordination is an invariable rule Methodists will: 

…no longer be in full communion with their reformed and evangelical brethren in the other Free Churches.

Anglican Objections 

Anglican objections to the 1968 proposals focussed on the proposed service of reconciliation .  

· On the one hand, Evangelical objectors shared the objection of the Methodist dissentients to the idea that Methodist ministers should have episcopal hands laid on their heads. 

      Thus J I Packer writes in his dissenting note to the 1968 report: 

The laying on of hands with prayer upon all ministers authorized to celebrate Holy Communion in either Church, however suitable it may appear from other standpoints, is strictly superfluous as a condition of full communion. Once our two Churches stand pledged to unite in an episcopal Church there is no reason why either should decline to accept the ministers of the other as they are, without this further ceremony. The Methodist Church could readily do this, but the Church of England has so far hesitated, because existing Methodist ministers have no link with the historic episcopal ministry. But as the 1963 Dissentient View stated, ‘historic episcopacy is completely without foundation in the New Testament…’ That an episcopal ministry has value, other things being equal, as a sign of the unity, continuity, and authority  of Christ’s Church, is undoubtedly true, but to suspend full fellowship at the Lord’s Table on a non-scriptural requirement, this or any other, is sectarian and wrong. 
   

· On the other hand Anglo-Catholic objectors felt that the proposed rite fell short because it did not constitute a valid episcopal ordination of the Methodists involved. 

Thus Geoffrey Willis writes in his book Anglican-Methodist Unity  that for a

sacrament to be valid both the person conferring the sacrament and the person

receiving it: ‘…must believe that there is being conferred what the Church intends

to confer by this particular sacrament.’
  Willis sees ordination as a sacrament

and declares:

In the case of ordination to the priesthood it is sufficient that the ordainer intends to confer priesthood, and the ordinand intends to receive it. Will this be the case in the ‘reconciliation’ rite?  The Bishop may, or may not, intend to confer priesthood; but it is not very likely that a Methodist minister who is a candidate will intend to receive it. Probably therefore the intention will be defective, and in that case priesthood will not be validly conferred.
 

      According to Willis the question which needs to be asked is: 

‘Will the intention of the Methodist candidates be sufficient for the valid reception of the sacrament of orders?’, and it seems very unlikely that it will. In that case they will be permitted, while still laymen, to celebrate the Eucharist, and the communicants , expecting to receive the Body and Blood of Christ, will receive only bread and wine. 
 

The two things which you have to decide are (a) whether you think that any of the points which these objectors are making are theologically cogent and (b) if they are cogent, whether they also apply to the current covenant proposals. Obviously you will not be able to make a decision about point b until you have seen the rest of the Common  Statement, but it is a point you will need to constantly bear in mind and to which we shall return. 

2. Does the path to Anglican- Methodist unity described in the chapter on ‘The Formal Conversations’ make theological sense?  

This chapter begins by explaining the mandate that was given to the formal conversations by the General Synod of the Church of England and the Methodist Conference.  In paragraph 69 on page 25 it explains the overall purpose of the mandate given to the conversations as follows: 

The overall purpose of the Formal Conversations is, therefore, that the two churches should take a significant step together on the way to the full visible unity of the Church. The agreements and Declaration, if approved, would bring about a new relationship of mutual acceptance, regard and commitment and so create a basis on which further steps to union can be considered. Mutual acknowledgement of the authenticity of the ministries of word, sacrament and pastoral oversight within the two churches should enable them to move from a situation of separate ministries to shared ministries, on the way to a single ministry. 

As paragraph 68 on the previous page notes, this way of moving towards unity is not a novelty. It is a pattern that the Church of England has followed before in a number of ecumenical agreements with a variety of churches. 

This pattern is rooted in what has come to be referred to in Church of England ecumenical dialogues as a distinction between ‘acknowledgement’ and ‘integration’. Acknowledgement is what takes place when two churches accept each other as genuine Christian churches with authentic ministries of word and sacrament. Integration is a further stage in which churches which have recognised each other develop common forms of church government and ministerial oversight in order to make it possible for the two churches to become one. 

The argument in favour of this two stage approach is very straightforward. It is an approach that enables churches that are not yet in a position to achieve full unity with each other to nevertheless move towards it with theological integrity.  By acknowledging each other as genuine churches with authentic ministries the first stage enables the churches concerned to move into a relationship in which they can grow ever closer together, and this experience of growing closer together provides the right context for eventual union between them. 

There are, however, two possible objections to this approach. 

The first possible objection would come from someone who held that there is no need for the second stage to take place because once two churches have recognised each other and each other’s ministries as authentically Christian then that is all that is required.  It is perfectly acceptable to have a state of ‘reconciled diversity’ in which there is table and pulpit fellowship between churches that maintain their own distinct identity and traditions

This is the approach advocated, for example, in the document  The Church of Jesus Christ 
 produced by representatives of the European Lutheran and Reformed churches who are members of the Leuenberg Fellowship (including the Methodist Church in Great Britain). As its subtitle explains, this text is concerned with ‘The contribution of the Reformation towards ecumenical dialogue on Church unity.’ It puts forward an understanding of Church unity which strikingly different from the statements which we have previously looked at.  

In its discussion of the unity of the Church it makes three key points. 

· First, it maintains that: ‘The unity of the church is not the doing of the churches but a gift of God to these churches’.  This is because unity lies in the saving action of God in justifying sinners which calls into being churches which other churches can recognise and accord fellowship.
 

· Secondly it argues that what is essential for fellowship of word and sacrament to exist is a common acceptance that the content of the gospel and thus the measure of the Church’s preaching is: ‘the message of God’s justifying action in Christ through the Holy Spirit.’

· Thirdly, it contends that where this consensus about the meaning of the gospel exists there can be a ‘legitimate diversity’ on matters of ministry and a ‘legitimate variety’ of doctrinal forms.
 

Where this consensus exists in spite of differences on these other matters then: 

The remaining differences are no longer an impediment for church fellowship. The ecumenical term for this form of church fellowship is ‘reconciled diversity’. This is the unity in which the churches united by the Leuenberg agreement live.

The churches that are signatories of the Leuenberg Agreement apply this understanding of church fellowship also to their relationship to other Christian families. They recognize that the church of Jesus Christ lives wherever the marks of true churches can be found and a doctrinal consensus in the understanding of the gospel has been reached – even if this is not always seen in the same way by the other party.
 

Where another church is recognised to exist the task is then to ‘declare and  

implement’ the fellowship that has been made possible.
     

Why, it might be asked, cannot Anglicans and Methodists take the same approach? 

The second possible objection to a two stage approach might come from someone in the Church of England of a traditionalist Anglo-Catholic persuasion.  They might well follow the line of though set out by Geoffrey Willis in 1968 and argue that it would be impossible to acknowledge the Methodist Church as a true church or its ministers as genuine ministers of word and sacrament because the church and its ministers lack the supernatural grace that can only be transmitted by bishops in historical succession from the Apostles.

From this point of view it would be impossible to move to stage one unless and until all Methodist ministers had been ordained by bishops in historical succession. Acknowledgement would be impossible until integration in this sense had taken place.        

 In response to these two objections those who support a two stage approach would make the following points. 

First, they would say that the Leuenberg model of reconciled diversity is unsatisfactory because it means tolerating the existence of separate churches. As they see it, at the heart of the ecumenical problem is not simply the fact that separated churches are not in fellowship with each other but the fact that these separate churches exist at all. In their view the New Testament teaching about the nature of the Church leaves no room for their separate existence.  

As the Anglican Biblical scholar Alan Richardson puts it: 

There is only one Church of God, the one of which Christ’s original apostles were the foundation members. There can be only one Church because there is only one Christ (Eph 4.5), one body of Christ, one Spirit (1 Cor 12.13, Eph 4.4). Christ is not divided (1 Cor 1.13) and therefore he cannot have two or more bodies; there cannot be two or more Churches.
   

Secondly, they would say that a united church will need to have a united form of church government and ministerial oversight in order to operate effectively, and that unifying the different forms of government and ministry in different churches is a process that will necessarily take some time. A two stage approach allows time for this process to take place after the churches involved have agreed that this is the direction in which God wants them to go. 

Thirdly, while respecting the theological integrity of the traditional Anglo-Catholic approach, they would say that this approach is not one that can constrain the Church of England because it is not one that the Church of England as a corporate body accepts.  

The Church of England clearly believes  in the importance of the historic episcopate as a God given sign of the unity and apostolicity of the Church. For example, the recent Church of England House of Bishops paper  Apostolicity and Succession notes that in the ordination of a bishop with prayer and the laying on of hands:

…..expresses the Church’s trust in its Lord’s promise to empower disciples and it expresses the Church’s intention in response to be faithful in carrying out the apostolic ministry and mission. The participation of three bishops in the laying on of hands witnesses to the catholicity of the churches. The laying on of hands by bishops who have had hands laid on them in succession signifies continuity back to the Apostles. Both the act of consecration and the continuity of ministerial succession witness to the Church’s fidelity to the teaching and mission of the Apostles. This continuity is integral to the continuity of the Church’s life as a whole.
 

However, what the Church of England  does not hold is that there can be neither a true church nor a genuine ministry of word and sacrament where the sign of the historic episcopate is not present. This is the point that is made in paragraph  170 on page 52 of the covenant document. It notes that: 

Recent ecumenical agreements (Meissen, Fetter Lane, Reuilly….)  that the Church of England has entered into with churches that are not ordered in the historic episcopal succession are instructive for our situation. They demonstrate that the Church of England is able to recognise another church as a part of the one Church of Christ, participating in the apostolic mission of the whole people of God, and to acknowledge that in it the word of God is authentically preached and the sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist are duly administered (as Article XIX requires to identify a visible church) as a question distinct from the question of whether that church has a ministry within the historic episcopate.

Thus, for example, the Meissen agreement between the Church of England and the Evangelical Church in Germany acknowledges that the absence of historic episcopal succession in the German Church prevents full interchangeability  of Ministers between the two churches but nevertheless declares that:    

We acknowledge one another’s churches as churches belonging to the One, Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church of Jesus Christ, and truly participating in the apostolic mission of the whole people of God. 

…we acknowledge one another’s ordained ministries as given by God and instruments of his grace….

 …we acknowledge that personal and collegial oversight (episkope) is embodied and exercised in our churches in a variety of forms, episcopal and non-episcopal, as a visible sign of the Church’s unity and continuity in apostolic life, mission and ministry. 

What you have to decide is what you think of the two stage approach in the light of the objections to it noted above, and the responses that have been made to them.   

3. Should there have been a wider range of conversation partners? 

Although as paragraph 73 notes ecumenical ‘observer-participants’ took part in the formal conversations, and although, as paragraph 72 notes, there were trilateral Anglican-Methodist-URC conversations taking place ‘in conjunction with’ them, nevertheless the formal conversations themselves were solely between the Church of England and the Methodist Church. 

This bi-lateral approach is open to criticism from two directions. 

· First, it could  be argued that the formal conversations should have included the URC both on the grounds that the URC would have been willing to take part, and also because of the existence of a large number of Methodist-URC and Anglican-Methodist-URC LEPs that could potentially be affected by any unity agreement. 

· Secondly, it could be argued that the urgent missionary challenge facing the churches in this country means that we have not got the time to move slowly towards unity through a series of bilateral agreements. There needs to be a bolder and more imaginative approach in which all the churches move towards unity at the same time and this can only happen on the basis of all embracing multilateral conversations.    

On the other hand, those who support a bi-lateral approach would also make two points in response. 

· First, they would say that in practice all embracing multilateral conversations would not work because (a) there are many churches who simply would not take part because of their doubts about the ecumenical enterprise and thus such conversations could never be fully representative and (b) the very different agendas which the churches would bring to the conversations would make progress extremely difficult to achieve.  They would say that rather than try to solve all the issues between all the churches at the same time it is more profitable to address the particular issues between particular churches or groups of churches as part of a long-term process of bringing the churches together. 

· Secondly, they would say that this latter principle is what made it more sensible to restrict the present formal conversations to the Church of England and the Methodist Church. They would say that, as the informal tri-lateral conversations have revealed, relations between the Church of England, the Methodist Church and the URC raise a different set of issues from those covered in the bi-lateral conversations and these issues need to be tackled separately.

As before, what you have to decide is what you make of these arguments for and against a bilateral approach. 

Questions for discussion 

1. Are the points made by the objectors to the 1968 unity scheme still relevant today?

2.   Is the ‘two stage’ approach to Anglican-Methodist unity theologically defensible?

3.   Should the conversations have included other churches as well?

CHAPTER FIVE.  SHARING IN GOD’S MISSION 

This chapter is pivotal in the Common Statement since it sets out the reason why it is worthwhile investing time, effort and resources in an attempt to move towards organic unity between the Church of England and the Methodist Church. 

The reason it gives is that the fundamental calling of the Church is to share in God’s mission to the world and in Scripture there is an ‘indissoluble’ link between this missionary vocation and the Church’s unity.  It follows that Anglicans and Methodists need to work together to achieve unity not as an end in itself but as a way of enabling them to be more effective in mission. 

There are two key paragraphs at the beginning and end of the chapter which make this point. 

In paragraph 76 at the beginning of the chapter reference is made to the statement in paragraph 43 of Commitment to Mission and Unity that: 

The Gospel message….is compromised by our divisions, and consequently our witness to reconciliation is undermined. The Church is called to offer to the world through its own life the possibility of unity and peace which God intends for the whole creation. The continuing divisions between our churches give an ambiguous message to a society which is itself divided in many ways.  

 In similar fashion paragraph 100 at the end of the chapter declares: 

The Church on earth embodies God’s kingdom only in imperfect and fragmentary ways. Christ is Lord of the Church and will judge it for its shortcomings. Yet it is called to be a sign, instrument and foretaste of the Reign of God. It is called to embody in tangible ways the cause of the Kingdom: justice and peace, freedom and love, reconciliation and hope. The Church’s witness to that divine harmony is distorted when it is itself divided.  

The bulk of the chapter expands the points made in summary form in these two quotations, setting out in more detail the nature of the Church’s mission and how this relates to the need for a united Church. 

As in the case of the previous chapters, what is said in this chapter raises a number of key questions  which we need to consider.

1.What is meant by the term Church?

In paragraph 93 on page 31 we read that 

The Church is the redeemed community of the God who is Trinity. It is the creation of the purpose of the Father, through the work of the incarnate Son, by the power of the Holy Spirit. Its unity, evoked by the Spirit, bears witness to the unity between the Father and the Son. 

The question raised by this description is the question of whether this community can be identified with the Church as an observable human institution. 

The parable of the wheat and the tares in Mt 13:24-30 has traditionally been interpreted as a parable about the nature of the Church and has been seen as teaching that until the final judgement there will always exist side by side in the Church both those who truly belong to Christ (the wheat) and those who do not (the tares).   

John Calvin comments, for example:

….to my mind, the intention of the parable is simple. So long as the Church is on pilgrimage in this world, the good and the sincere will be mixed in it with the bad and the hypocrites. 
 

Because this is so a distinction has been made in the Protestant Christian tradition between the Church ‘invisible’ and the Church ‘visible’. 

The Church invisible has been understood as the Church properly so called, the community of those who are truly united to God the Father, through God the Son, by God the Spirit. The reason that this community is invisible is that in the last resort only God can read the secrets of people’s hearts and therefore the identity of those who are really in communion with God is known to Him alone. As the Evangelical Anglican writer W H Griffith Thomas puts it: 

The true Church, or Body of Christ, is thus invisible by reason of the vital union of its individual members with Christ, which is of necessity invisible. Of this God alone can tell. As such, the Church in its essence is an object of faith until the manifestation of the sons of God (Rom viii.19). 

The visible Church, by contrast, is composed of all those who are members of the observable Christian community whether they are truly united to God or not.

In terms of this  contrast between the Church invisible and the Church visible, the description of the Church in paragraph 93 of An Anglican-Methodist Covenant is clearly a description of the Church invisible since it is a description of those who truly belong to God. The question which you need to decide is whether the whole distinction between the invisible and visible Church is a useful one.

Those who would support this distinction would argue that it has a Biblical basis not only in the parable of the talents referred to above, but also in other passages such as Jn 6:70, Rom 2:28, and 9:6, 1 Cor 5:13, 2 Tim 2:20 and 1 Jn 2:19 all of which imply the existence within the visible community of God’s people of those who do not belong to Him, and are therefore not part of the Church properly so called. 

They would also argue that it helps us to understand the mixed nature of the church as we experience it here on earth, and that it is pastorally useful since it serves to remind people that being part of the Christian community is not sufficient for salvation, but that there has to be a vital personal relationship with God as well. 

On the other hand, there are those who would argue that the New Testament makes no distinction between the invisible and visible Church.

For example, Richardson declares that according to the New Testament the Church:

….is neither an invisible entity (‘known only to God’) nor a Platonic ‘idea’, but is an actual bodily existence. An ‘invisible Church’ would be as repugnant to Hebraic thought as a disembodied spirit. The Church is bodily, visible tangible; it has a definite structure with differentiated parts or ‘members’; it is actual, local.

In support of this claim it is noted that the New Testament letters are addressed to visible local Christian communities and that all the promises of God are referred to these communities as such and not to a group of true believers within them (see for example  Eph 1:3-22, Col 1:3-14, 1 Pet 1:3-9.)   

They would further argue that making such a distinction can lead to a judgmentalist attitude as people try to anticipate the last judgement and decide who belongs to God and who does not, and also to a depreciation of the importance of the visible Church and its unity, on the grounds that the true unity of the Church is a spiritual unity which can never be properly reflected here on earth.     

What you have to decide is what you think of these two sets of arguments. 

2. How do we discern that those in another church are in communion with God?.

Paragraphs 80-83 in this chapter use the New Testament term koinonia to refer the communion with God described in Biblical texts such as 2 Cor 13:14, 1Jn 1:3 or 2 Pet 1:4, and in paragraph 81 it is argued that: 

When two or more churches share more and more in local fellowship and mission and explore together theologically what they hold in common, they come to a conviction that the koinonia that they discern in the other church reflects the koinonia that they know within themselves. They thus discover a reality of grace in the Spirit that is greater than either of them and which embraces them both. They learn to see the Church of Jesus Christ in each other’s churches and so to discern the authenticity (although incompleteness) of the ministries, sacraments and forms of oversight within them. 

What is not explained here is the basis of this conviction. How do we know that what we see in the life of another church is indeed the reality of koinonia? 

Because koinonia is an inward spiritual reality it is not something which can be directly observed.  However, in the Christian tradition various attempts have been made to identify the marks by which it is possible to identify communities which are part of the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church and as such share in the divine koinonia.  

At the Reformation the Church of England followed the continental Protestant tradition by stating in Article XIX of the Thirty Nine Articles that: 

The visible Church of Christ is a congregation of faithful men, in the which the pure word of God is preached, and the Sacraments be duly ministered according to Christ’s ordinance, in all those things that of necessity are requisite to the same.  

and this has remained the official Church of England stance on the matter to this day. 

In Article XIII of his Articles of Religion produced in 1784 John Wesley repeated the existing Church of England definition of the visible Church without alteration.  The recent Methodist catechism, however, puts forward a slightly different definition of the Church, declaring that:

The universal Church takes the form of local communities where the message of Christ received through the apostles is preached , where God is glorified in the celebration of the sacraments and other acts of worship, and Christians share the Christian life. 

Even more recently the Methodist Conference statement on the Church Called to Love and Praise suggests there is something to be said for the:

….specific, but less tightly drawn criteria: wherever people join together to respond to Christ as Lord – there is the Church.
 

On the wider ecumenical front the World Council of Churches  Faith and Order paper The Nature and Purpose of the Church which was published in 1998 adds a new dimension to the discussion by arguing that prayer, deeds of love, involvement in mission and working for justice and peace have to be added to the picture. It states that: 

Visible and tangible signs of the new life of communion are expressed in receiving and sharing the faith of the apostles; breaking and sharing the eucharistic bread; praying with and for one another and for the needs of the world; serving one another in love; participating in each other’s joys and sorrows; giving material aid; proclaiming and witnessing to the good news in mission; working together for justice and peace.  
 

The Roman Catholic Church, meanwhile, while holding that all people everywhere,  and especially baptised Christians, may be in some relationship to the Catholic Church, has nevertheless continued to insist that full participation in the Church means being part of the visible structure ruled over by Christ though the bishops and the Pope.  As the encyclical Lumen Gentium puts it: 

They are fully incorporated into the society of the church who, possessing the Spirit of Christ, accept her entire system and all the means of salvation given to her, and through union with her visible structures are joined to Christ, who rules her through the Supreme Pontiff and the bishops. This joining is effected by those bonds of professed faith, of the sacraments, of ecclesiastical government, and of communion. He is not saved, however, who, though he is part of the body of the Church, does not persevere in charity. He remains indeed in the bosom of the Church, but, as it were, only in a ‘bodily’ manner and not ‘in his heart’. 

As you can see from these examples, there are a number of different criteria which people have used as indicators that a group of people really are part of the Church. 

What you have to decide is what you think about the issue.  

Which of these criteria do you find helpful and why? 

Are there any alternative criteria of your own that you would like to suggest?   

3. What is the nature of the Church’s mission? 

Paragraph 88 defines the mission of the Church as follows: 

As an expression of the mission of God, the Church’s gospel mission conveys God’s saving power in its fullness and wholeness for the salvation or healing of humanity (cf Titus 2:11). People are to be brought into a saving relationship with God through Christ, appropriated by faith. True mission considers humankind not as a collection of disembodied souls, but as embodied, social persons. Mission addresses the whole person, that is people in all their social, economic, political and cultural relationships. 

There are two points which need to be considered here. 

The first of these concerns the statement that: ‘People are to be brought into a saving relationship with God through Christ, appropriated by faith.’  This statement is a summary of what is known in theology as the doctrine of justification by faith, a doctrine which tells us that we are put into a right relationship with God (‘justified’) through our acceptance in faith of what Christ has done for us. 

This doctrine is based on a number of key New Testament passages, Jn 3:16, Rom 3:21-4:25, 9:30-10:13, Gal 3:1-4:30, and Phil 3:2-11, all of which link the idea of right relationship with God with faith in Jesus Christ.  

Within the Protestant tradition this New Testament teaching was given its classic exposition by Martin Luther who explains in a well known passage in his treatise on The Freedom of a Christian written in 1520 that we are justified by faith because faith is the means by which our sins are transferred to Christ and his righteousness becomes ours: 

In order to illustrate this idea Luther uses the analogy of marriage and says that as in a marriage husband and wife become one flesh, so by faith we are united to Christ and all that is His becomes ours and vice versa: 

Christ is full of grace, life, and salvation. The soul is full of sins, death and damnation. Now let faith come between them and sins, death and damnation will be Christ’s, while grace, life and salvation will be the soul’s; for if Christ is a bridegroom, he must take upon himself the things which are his bride’s and bestow upon her the things that are his. If he gives her his body and very self, how shall he not give her all that is his? And if he takes the body of the bride, how shall he not take all that is hers? 

    Here we have a most pleasing vision not only of communion but of a blessed struggle and victory and salvation and redemption. Christ is God and man in one person. He has neither sinned nor died, and is not condemned, and he cannot sin, die, or be condemned; his righteousness, life, and salvation are unconquerable, eternal, omnipotent. By the wedding ring of faith he shares in the sins, death and pains of hell which are his bride’s. As a matter of fact, he makes them his own and acts as if they were his own and as if he himself had sinned; he suffered, died, and descended into hell that he might overcome them all. Now since it was such a one who did all this, and death and hell could not swallow him up, these were necessarily swallowed up by him in a mighty duel; for his righteousness is greater than all the sins of men, his life stronger than death, his salvation more invincible than hell. Thus the believing soul by means of the pledge of faith is free in Christ its bridegroom, free from all sins, secure against death and hell, and is endowed with the eternal righteousness, life, and salvation of Christ its bridegroom.
  

This concept of Christ taking our sins and our receiving His righteousness through faith was central to both the English Reformation and the Methodist Revival and has continued to be very important to many Anglicans and Methodists to this day. However three important questions have been raised about it, two of which go back to the Reformation and one of which is modern.  

The questions which go back to the Reformation are:

· What place does baptism have in this picture? Does not an emphasis on justification by faith tend to ignore the fact that we are told that it is through baptism that we receive the forgiveness of our sins (Acts 2:38)? What is the relationship between faith and baptism, between Rom 3:21-4:25 and Rom 6:1-14.?

· What place does good works have in this picture given that in James 2:14 we read: ‘What does it profit, my brethren, if a man says he has faith but has not works? Can his faith save him?’ and in 2:24 we read that: ‘…a man is justified by works and not by faith alone.’

The modern question is: 

· Can still accept today the pictures of both humanity and God upon which it is based?  It is suggested that we no longer see human beings simply as ‘miserable sinners’ but as people full of potential which needs to be encouraged to flourish and we no longer hold to the old picture of God as a vengeful deity condemning sinners to death and damnation. 

In the light of these questions do you think the traditional doctrine of justification by faith is still defensible or does it need either reworking or abandoning?

The second point is raised by the statement that: ‘Mission addresses the whole person, that is people in all their social, economic, political and cultural relationships.’

There has been a very long tradition of Christian thought, which has existed in Catholic, Orthodox and Protestant Christianity alike, which has seen the purpose of mission as being to save as many souls as possible before the final judgement.    

The 19th century American Evangelist Dwight L Moody spoke for this entire tradition of thought when he declared in one of his sermons : 

I look at this world as a wrecked vessel. God has given me a lifeboat, and said to me, ‘Moody, save all you can.’ God will come in judgement and burn up this world…..The world is getting darker and darker; its ruin is coming nearer and nearer. If you have any friends on this wreck unsaved, you had better lose no time in getting them off. 

Moody was an Evangelical Protestant but the motivation for mission which he describes in this quotation is basically the same as that which led Roman Catholic missionaries like St. Francis Xavier to baptise as many people as possible as fast as possible lest their immortal souls should perish.  

This ‘lifeboat’ view of mission has been an extremely powerful incentive to missionary activity, but its critics would say that it is based on too narrow a view of the salvation which God offers, regarding people as simply souls to be saved from judgement rather than as whole people in need of God’s renewal in every area of their lives. 

In the light of this kind of criticism an alternative view of mission has been advocated which understands mission along the lines set out in the Covenant document. This view of mission sees it in more holistic terms, and its theological rationale is helpfully set out by Vinay Samuel and Chris Sugden in their essay ‘God’s intention for the world’.  They argue that the Christian belief in the resurrection of the body means that the whole of our life has significance in relation to the coming of God’s kingdom.        

The body is resurrected so that who we are in our present historical life will be recognizable in the next. Our identities as physical human beings are vitally important in the coming kingdom. Yet at the same time we will be totally transformed – not to disfigure or weaken our bodily life, but to fulfil and perfect it by eliminating all corruptibility and weakness. This is in great contrast to Eastern mysticism. God does not propose to ‘rescue’ our spiritual elements from the bodily experience and personal identity of physical life. Rather, in the resurrection of the body God proclaims the total redemption of humanity, the fulfilment of bodily life cleansed from self-deception and self-seeking (Matt 22:29-32;  Phil. 3:20-21; 1 John 3:2; Rev.7:13-17).

According to Paul, what we do in our bodies in everyday life is vitally important. We will be perfected only after our resurrection. Yet before that we are to live in Christ; that is, we are to mirror his bodily perfection, putting off all things of the flesh and donning the fruits of the Spirit, above all ‘love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony’ (Col 3:14). We must attempt to model the life of the kingdom within the structures of history, as masters, slaves, wives, husbands, parents and children (Col.3-4). Because Christ has risen and brought in a new realm of love, deeds of love bear the marks of the new age and will find lasting fulfilment when that age is fully with us at the return of Christ. 

This new age does not deny history but eliminates its corruption ,frustration and sin in order to bring fulfilment to the communal life of humanity. Any deed in any sphere of life, be it social, political, economic or religious, will remain if it is marked by the love of the new order.

The critics of a more holistic view of mission would argue that writers like Samuel and Sugden are in danger of giving too much weight to ordinary everyday human activity. They would say that the deeds that humans perform only have value in so far as they are done in obedience to God in the context of faith in Jesus Christ and that the purpose of mission must be to lead people to have this faith. All else is simply a distraction. 

What do you think of the matter?  Is the purpose of mission simply to bring people to faith in Jesus Christ or does it also have the wider role of seeking to enable the transformation of individuals and society so that they begin to anticipate the life of God’s coming kingdom? 

4.What is the distinctive place of the Church in the mission of God?

Because the Covenant document holds to the view that the whole of human life in all its aspects has value before God it goes on to contend that God’s work in the world cannot be restricted to the sphere of the Christian Church. Rather, it argues, through the Holy Spirit: 

God is at work in communities, organisations and institutions that may have little or no overt connection with the Church except through the Christian believers who serve and witness within them. God may also use these bodies for the advancement of the Kingdom. They may have something to teach the Church about what the Kingdom means, even though they may not explicitly acknowledge God’s reign of justice and peace. (para 89).
This view of the extent of God’s activity has become widely accepted in recent years, and it has Biblical support from the fact that in both the Old and New Testaments God’s particular work among His covenant people is seen to be only part of His wider activity among all the nations of the world. 

In Amos 9:7, for example, God reminds the people of Israel that His saving activity in the exodus of their ancestors from Egypt is paralleled by His providential activity in the history of other nations as well: 

‘Are you not like the Ethiopians to me, 

O people of Israel?’ says the Lord.

‘Did I not bring up Israel from the Land of Egypt,

And the Philistines from Caphtor and the Syrians from Kir?’

Another example is provided by the Book of Revelation. We read in Rev 21:22-26 that the new Jerusalem:

…has no need of sun or moon to shine upon it, for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb. By its light shall the nations walk; and the kings of the earth shall bring their glory into it, and its gates shall never be shut by day – and there shall be no night there; they shall bring into it the glory and honour of the nations.   

The significance of this vision of the new Jerusalem is explained by G B Caird in his commentary on Revelation: 

….here is the final proof that John believed in a purpose for history as well as for individual souls. Into the new Jerusalem are brought not only the souls of the faithful  but the wealth and glory of the nations; and down the middle of the city’s streets are avenues of the tree of life, whose leaves provide healing for the nations. Any achievement of man in the old order, however imperfect, provided it has value in the sight of God, will find its place in the healed and transfigured life of the new Jerusalem. 

To put it another way, what St John is telling us is that the cultural and historical achievements of the nations of the world all potentially have their place in God’s kingdom. It is not just the life and work of the Church that has value for eternity.     

The significance of these texts and others like them is that they raise the issue of the distinctive purpose of the mission of the Church. If God is at work in the life of the nations and if their life as such has eternal value before God then what can the Church’s mission add to what is there already? 

There are three possible answers to this question. 

· One possibility is that the Church’s mission is required because although God is at work in the life of the nations this general work of God is insufficient to bring individual human beings eternal salvation. For individuals to be saved requires faith, baptism and discipleship (Mt 28:18-20) and these in turn require the specific witness to Jesus Christ that only the Church can provide. 

· Another and opposite possibility is that the Church’s mission does not in fact have a unique role in God’s purposes, but that the Church is simply one among many agents that God uses to achieve His ends. On this understanding the Church would not be any more important than any other religious, social or political movement that helped people to live lives that are obedient to God’s will and helped to move history in the direction of the peace and justice that are the marks of God’s kingdom 

· A third possibility is that the Church has a unique role because although other movements are used by God to achieve His purposes and although we cannot limit God by saying who will and who will not be saved in eternity we can nevertheless say on the basis of the Biblical witness that in order to enter into a saving relationship with God in this life we need to come to God through Jesus Christ 

      ( Mt 11:25-30, Jn 14:6)  and this can only come about through the witness of the 

      Church.  

What you will need to consider is what you think about these answers. 

If you favour the first answer you will need to think how to respond to the issue of why God has apparently chosen to consign the majority of the human race to eternal damnation, and how this belief is compatible with the statement in 1 Tim 2:4 that God desires everyone;  ‘…to be saved and come to the knowledge of the truth.’

If you favour the second answer you will need to think how to respond to the issue of how you square a belief in the comparative unimportance of the Church with the Biblical witness to the unique importance of the Church as the agent of God’s saving purposes.  Why did Christ send out his followers to bear witness to all nations (acts 1:8) even at the cost of their own lives if this witness was not really necessary? 

If you favour the third answer you will need to think how to respond to the issue of whether there is Biblical support for a distinction between those who are saved in this life and those who God may save in eternity. You will also need to consider whether this position is not open to the charge that it still represents the kind of religious arrogance and imperialism which we need to move away from if we are to live together in a multi-faith world. 

  5. What kind of unity does the mission of the Church require? 

As we have already noted, the basic belief on which this chapter is based is the belief that the mission of the Church is compromised by its disunity because only a visibly united Church can be a credible sign of the reconciliation, unity and peace brought about by Christ. 

This is a point that has been widely accepted by writers on the relationship between unity and mission. For example, the Anglican writer Michael Green writes that: 

Wherever there are human beings there is the danger of disunity. But one of the ways in which the church is intended to demonstrate its heavenly origin is by its unity. The church is a colony of heaven, and its relationships are meant to be a picture of God’s ability to unite the seemingly irreconcilable in a single fellowship. If it fails to exhibit this, it compromises the very gospel that it preaches. Unity does not, of course, mean uniformity: God is no more interested in uniformity in the area of grace that he is in the area of nature. How dull and grey we would all be if we were clones of one another! But unity does entail a recognizable interdependence, and a recognition throughout the whole church of the membership and ministry of all. If we had that degree of unity in the church today it would silence many of our critics, and it would be very attractive to the many fragmented people out there who would love to be part of the church so long as they were welcome to bring their own individuality with them. 
  

While this point would be generally accepted what has been less generally accepted is that this unity entails visible organic unity between churches and denominations that are currently separate from each other. It is widely argued, particularly by Evangelicals,  that the kind of ‘reconciled diversity’ which was noted earlier in connection with the churches of the Leuenberg fellowship would be a better option.  

There are two reasons for arguing this. 

Firstly, it is argued that a diversity of different churches is required in order to engage successfully in mission in  today’s highly diverse world. In many parts of the world it is the independent churches that are flourishing while the established denominations are in steep decline, and it is argued that this is because the independent churches have the freedom to respond to the spiritual needs of those around them in flexible and creative ways, while the mainstream denominations are prevented from doing this because they are too big and too centralised to respond to the specific needs of a particular locality or a particular group of people. 

What is needed for successful mission, it is contended, is a proliferation of different churches and para-church organisations, such as the voluntary mission agencies, all engaged in mission in their own particular way, but recognising each other as parts of the one Church of Jesus Christ and co-operating with each other as and when this is appropriate. 

Secondly it is argued that the time and energy required to achieve visible unity is time and energy diverted from mission itself. Thus David Eaton writes in an article on the Covenant proposal published in the Church Times: 

To come fully together as one Church is thought to mean that we will share more effectively in God’s mission to the world. It seems, however, that we might be using so much time and energy in bringing two churches together that mission goes on the back burner.
  

In response to these two arguments it is argued that: 

a. The existence of one visibly united Church need not of itself rule out the kind of flexibility which independent churches and para-church missions are held to display. 

Given the theological objections to ‘reconciled diversity’ previously noted,  the challenge of ecumenism has to be combine a visible unity that witnesses to the reconciling work of Christ with an appropriate diversity that allows a creative Spirit led response to new missionary opportunities. 

b. Whereas working for unity does take up time and energy in the short term this has to be seen as a short term diversion from the missionary task in order that in the long term this task can be undertaken more effectively. 

What you have to decide is what you think about these two sets of arguments.

Questions for discussion. 

1. Is it helpful to distinguish between the Church visible and the Church invisible? 

2. What criteria would you use to decide whether a group of people was truly part of the Christian Church? 

3. Is the traditional doctrine of justification by faith still defensible today? 

4. Is the purpose of mission simply to bring people to faith in Jesus Christ and to the water of baptism or does it have a wider purpose?

5. Does the mission of the Christian Church have a distinctive place in the purposes

     of God? If so, what is it?

6. Is the goal of full visible unity truly compatible with the Church’s missionary    

      vocation?

CHAPTER SIX. FULL VISIBLE UNITY 

This chapter, which is the longest in the Common Statement, does three things. 

· First, following the mandate given to it by Commitment to Mission and Unity it sets out the necessary components for a united church. 

· Secondly, it describes the degree of convergence between the Church of England and the Methodist Church on these matters. 

· Thirdly, it notes where there is divergence between the two churches and where further work needs to be undertaken in consequence.  

The chapter is divided into four sections, each of which looks at agreement and divergence concerning one of the components of visible unity.  We shall look at each of these sections in turn, looking at the specific issues which each of them raises.   

A common profession of the one apostolic faith grounded in Holy Scripture and set forth in the historic creeds. 

1. Do you agree with the description of the doctrinal standards of the Church of England and the Methodist Church contained in paragraphs 104-108 and how binding do you view their authority as being? 

These paragraphs set out a range of primary and secondary doctrinal authorities for both the Church of England and the Methodist Church. The controversial issue here is whether this is an accurate list. 

For example, there are those on the Evangelical wing of the Church of England who would dispute what is said in paragraphs 104-106.  They would either say (a) that the only binding doctrinal authorities in the Church of England apart from Scripture and the Catholic Creeds are the Thirty Nine Articles and the Book of Common Prayer or (b) that reports commended by the House of Bishops have no doctrinal authority unless approved by General Synod. 

On the other hand it is argued by others in the Church of England that these paragraphs are correct because (a) ecumenical agreements and other theological documents approved by Synod do have authority in the church because Synod has approved them on the church’s behalf and (b) the responsibility for the doctrine of the church given to the bishops within Anglican polity means that their decision to commend certain documents has to be seen as investing those documents with a certain degree of authority. 

Similarly, within Methodism there would be those who would question whether recent statements agreed by Conference should be regarded as having the same authority as the writings of John Wesley specified in the 1932 Deed of Union , while others would argue that according that according to Methodist constitutional principles this is in fact the case. 

What you need to do is look at the list of doctrinal authorities given for your own church and ask whether you think that the list is an accurate one and the basis on which you make that decision.   

You also need to consider the question of the how much authority is possessed by these authorities.  

Within the Church of England, for example, while the Declaration of Assent in Canon C.15 indicates that the Thirty Nine Articles are still regarded as in some way binding on the clergy they are not expected to agree precisely with everything that the Articles say.  For instance, there would be widespread agreement that the claim made in Article XII that works ‘done before the grace of Christ, and the Inspiration of his Spirit…have the nature of sin’ is very difficult to defend theologically
 and so Anglican clergy would not be expected to give their assent to it even though they ought to accept Cranmer’s main point that our good works do not entitle us to receive God’s grace.   

Likewise, while Wesley’s Notes on the New Testament are still seen as providing a framework for Methodist theological thinking most Methodists would not see themselves as bound to accept all that Wesley says. For example, his speculations about the date of the end of the world have been shown to be wrong by subsequent history and no one would be expected to maintain that this is not the case. 

What you need to think about is what you think accepting the authority of your tradition’s doctrinal authorities means in practice and why you think this is the case. What would be the grounds for your decision? If you are not a Methodist or an Anglican you should think what these questions mean in terms of the doctrinal authorities of your own church. 

2. How wide a range of views on the authority of Scripture is compatible with Anglican and Methodist theology? 

In paragraph 109 on page 36 it is explained that: 

Both traditions acknowledge that there is a range of views about the authority of Scripture and how it is to be interpreted today.

The extent of this range of views is very clearly illustrated in the 1998 Methodist Conference report on the place of the Bible in Methodism entitled  A Lamp to my Feet And a Light to my Path.  This report lists seven models of Biblical authority which can be found within Methodism.  

At one end of the spectrum represented by this list there is the traditional conservative Protestant view of Biblical authority: 

The Bible is the Word of God and is, therefore inerrant (free from all error and entirely trustworthy in everything which it records) and has complete authority in all matters of theology and behaviour. It is ‘God-breathed’ and its human authors were channels of the divine word. The Christian’s task is to discern accurately what the Bible teaches and then to believe and obey it. Reason, experience and tradition should be judged in the light of the Bible, not the other way round. 

At the other end of the spectrum there is what we may for the sake of convenience call a ‘radical’ view of the Bible, which emphasises its human origins and the problems which these raise for the notion of Biblical authority: 

The Bible comprises a diverse and often contradictory collection of documents which represent the experiences of various people in various times and places. The Christian’s task is to follow in some way, the example of Christ. And to the extent that the Bible records evidence of his character and teaching it offers a useful resource. However, in the late 20th century it is simply not possible to obey all its teachings since these stem from very human authors and often represent the ideology of particular groups or classes in an ancient and foreign culture. Reason and experience provide much more important tools for faith and practice. 

A similar mapping exercise has not been carried out recently within the Church of England, but there is no reason to doubt that if it were carried out a similar result would emerge.  

It is difficult to see how the second view of the Bible noted above is compatible with the belief of the Church of England and the Methodist Church that the Bible is ‘inspired by God’
 or the refusal of official Anglican and Methodist doctrine to place reason and experience on a ‘status on a par with Scripture.’
  

If this view of the Bible is therefore set aside the question then arises as to whether the only alternative is to move to the first view outlined above. As is well known, and as the Methodist report indicates, many people would say that the answer to this question is ‘No’.  They would say that it is possible to hold that the Bible is God’s inspired word bearing authoritative witness to Jesus Christ while at the same time being a human document and therefore capable of error.  They would also say that the Bible is difficult to interpret and does not give direct guidance on many of the issues which perplex us today and therefore needs to be interpreted in the light of tradition and supplemented by the use of reason and/or the contemporary guidance of the Holy Spirit.  

The issue you need to decide is whether you agree with the conclusion reached above that the ‘radical’ position is incompatible with Anglican and Methodist doctrine and therefore falls outside the range of acceptable views of the Bible. 

If you do agree with this conclusion you then need to consider whether the conservative Protestant view is the only alternative or whether the sort of mediating views just mentioned might also be regarded as legitimate approaches to the issue of Biblical authority. 

In order to pull your thoughts together please try writing down in one sentence what you would say about the authority of the Bible to someone who was enquiring about the Christian faith.  

3. Is the ‘common confession of faith’ theologically adequate for today? 

In paragraph 110 the Common Statement  summarises the common confession of faith that Anglicans and Methodists are able to make together. 

This common confession of faith is set out as a series of eleven bullet points which are preceded by a preamble which tells us that these points reflect: ‘….the fundamental apostolic faith as it has been received in the orthodox Christian tradition’ and that ‘…this inheritance of faith essentially comprises the trinitarian and christological doctrines, eccelesiology, and the doctrines concerning salvation.’

There can be little doubt that the bullet points do indeed summarise what the official beliefs of the two churches as reflected by their respective doctrinal standards. Nor can there be any doubt that they reflect the core beliefs of the orthodox Christian tradition in its Protestant form.
  The question to be asked, is whether the points contained in this confession of faith are adequate as a twenty first century statement of faith. 

There are a number of different although sometimes overlapping reasons why they would ask this question. 

· Some would ask whether this confession of faith does not assume a view of religious language that sees it as referring to objectively existing realities such as, for example, God, the atoning death of Christ and Christ’s return in judgement, whereas in fact these supposed realities are in fact purely human linguistic creations and do not have any ‘objective’ reality at all.
 

· Some would ask whether the traditional trinitarian and christological doctrines make theological sense and in particular whether the claim that God was uniquely present in the human being Jesus of Nazareth is not one that is impossibly arrogant in today’s multi-faith culture.
 

· Some would ask whether a belief in: ‘….the need of humanity to be saved from sin, alienation from God and eternal death’ does not reflect an unduly pessimistic view of the human situation and that what needs to be stressed instead is the intrinsic goodness and God given potential of human beings. 

· Some would ask whether a confession of faith that says nothing about gender, justice and peace or ecological issues touches on the real issues that Christians need to address today. 

· Some would ask whether a belief in: ‘…the eternal consequences of rejecting God’s mercy offered in Christ’ does not run counter to a proper Christian belief that God’s love for each and every person he has made means that everyone will in the end be saved.
 

On the other hand those who would find this an adequate statement of faith would argue that each point in the confession of faith can be seen as having biblical support and that the issues which it highlights are those which the Bible highlights as well. As they would see it, what we say about God and His relationship with the human race must be shaped by God’s self-revelation, and this is the case with this confession of faith which is simply a summary of what God has revealed about who He is and how He relates to us.    

What you have to decide is where you stand in the light of these different views of this common confession of faith. Which, if any, of them reflects your own view of the matter?      

4.
Does the Common Statement deal properly with the two areas of remaining doctrinal tension between the two churches? 

In paragraph 112 the Statement  states: 

There are two areas of doctrinal controversy where some theological tension remains, both between and within our two traditions. 

The first of these areas is the doctrine of predestination and the second is the doctrine of Christian perfection. 

The document makes the same response in both cases. It notes that there is a variety of views on these doctrines which is regarded as acceptable within the two churches and it therefore suggests that it would be foolish to allow differences about them to hamper the search for unity. As paragraphs 117 and 120 put it, the writers of the document do not believe that such differences:‘….should prevent closer unity between our churches, any more than it prevents communion within them.’ 

It could, however, be argued that this approach of tolerated doctrinal diversity underestimates the importance of the doctrinal issues involved. 

On the subject of predestination, those who take a Calvinist approach might argue that a belief in God’s unconditional election of some individuals to eternal salvation is clearly taught in the New Testament in passages such as Jn 6:37, Acts 13:48 and Rom 8:28-30 and that this belief is necessary in order to avoid the idea that human beings save themselves by choosing to respond to the gospel. 

On the other hand, those who take an Arminian approach might argue that the Calvinist belief that only some individuals are chosen for salvation is incompatible with other New Testament texts such as Jn 3:16, Rom 11:32 and 1 Tim 2:4 that teach about God’s universal love for all of humankind, and that it fails to do justice to the freedom which God has given to human beings to chose whether or not to respond to Him. 

On the basis of these argument the individuals concerned might further argue that these doctrinal issues are of such central importance that the opposite belief should not be tolerated in the Church.

On the subject of Christian perfection those who accept that such perfection is possible might argue that New Testament texts such as Mt 5:48, James 1:4 and               1 Jn 3:5-6 point in this direction and that to reject the possibility of perfection means limiting God’s power to save. Those who take the opposite view, however, might argue that other texts such as Mt 6:12, Rom 7:21-25, and 1 Jn 1:8-9 rule out the possibility of sinless perfection, and that teaching that such a possibility exists will lead either to spiritual pride or (in the case of those who are honest about their own lack of perfection ) to spiritual despair. 

In both case those concerned might once again argue that these are such important issues that simply tolerating the opposite approach is not possible.  

Those who accept that it is possible to tolerate doctrinal diversity on these issues might in turn respond that these are not in fact issues which are of such fundamental importance that there must be agreement about them. 

With regard to predestination W H Griffith Thomas argues in his book The Catholic Faith that according to Scripture:

From the first God has taken, and  still takes, the initial step in bringing salvation, making it known, and bestowing it on our lives.

On the other hand: 

Scripture is equally clear that this Divine grace works through man’s willingness to receive, welcome and use it, and teaches that man is responsible for receiving it, and that unless he does receive it he cannot be saved. 

As he sees it, since both Calvinists and Arminians accept these basic biblical tenets they should be able to recognise the theological integrity of the other position even if they do not accept it themselves. 

Similarly, with regard to Christian perfection it can argued that the basic biblical position is that all human beings are sinners who can only be saved by the grace of God, and equally that through the work of the Holy Spirit believers are being progressively freed from the power of sin in their lives.  Since both those who accept and those who reject the idea of Christian perfection accept this basic position it ought to be possible for each to accept that the other is a fellow Christian and as such a fellow member of the Church.

What you will need to think about is what position you take on this matter. Do you think that differences over predestination and Christian perfection are ones which can legitimately be accepted within the Church or does a visibly united church have to make a decision about them one way or the other? 

Questions for discussion.  

1. How do you view the doctrinal statements set out in paragraphs 104-108? 

2. How wide a range of views on the nature of Scripture do you find acceptable?

3. What do you think of the ‘Common confession of faith’ in paragraph 110? 

4. Do you think it is possible to tolerate a variety of views on predestination and Christian perfection within a united Church?

The sharing of one Baptism and the celebrating of one Eucharist 

1. What does baptism achieve? 

The first issue that needs to be considered in relation to baptism is the very basic question of what baptism does. It is this question that underlay Methodist concerns about ‘baptismal regeneration’  back in the 1960s and it is still a live theological issue today. 

Paragraph 123 of the Common Statement follows the World Council of Churches statement Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry and declares that: 

Through baptism we are brought into union with Christ with each other and with the Church of every time and place. 

This statement takes one side in a historic argument about the significance of baptism. Those who would support it would contend that it has specific biblical support in what St. Paul says about baptism in 1 Cor 12:12-13 and Gal 3:27-28 

1 Cor 12:12-13 states: 

For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For by one Spirit we were all baptized into one body – Jews or Greeks, slaves or free – and all were made to drink of one Spirit.  

In similar fashion Gal 3:27-28 states: 

For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus.  

From these passages it is clear, so it is said, that baptism is the means by which we become members of the body of Christ. 

On the other side of the argument are those like the Methodist dissentients in the 1960s who would say that this understanding of baptism underplays the importance of faith. They would point to other New Testament passages such as Jn 1:12-13 and Gal 3:26 which they see as teaching that faith is the means by which we become God’s children and as such members of the Church.

In Jn 1:12-13 we read: 

But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God; who were born, not of blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.   

And in Gal 3:26 we read: 

….for in Christ Jesus you are all sons of God, through faith. 

In their view such passages make it clear that it is faith rather than baptism that is fundamental to Christian initiation, and they would see baptism as the outward sign that someone has entered into the new relationship with God that faith makes possible. 

A third approach to this matter is taken by those who would refuse to drive a wedge between faith and baptism. An example of this approach can be seen in the liturgy for: ‘The baptism of those who are able to answer for themselves and of young children’ in The Methodist Worship Book.  In this liturgy baptismal initiation and a faithful response to God’s offer of grace made to us in Christ are seen as belonging together: 

Sisters and brothers, 

Baptism is a gift of God. 

It declares to each of us 

   the love and grace of God 

In this sacrament we celebrate

   the life of Christ laid down for us,

   the Holy Spirit poured out on us,

   and the living water offered to us.

God claims and cleanses us, 

rescues us from sin,

and raises us to new life. 

He plants us into the Church of Christ

and sustains and strengthens us

    with the power of the Spirit.

Although we do not deserve these gifts of grace,

or fully understand them, 

God offers them to all, 

and, through Christ, invites us to respond.
       

What do you think about the matter? Is it faith or baptism that unites us to Christ and makes us God’s children, or do faith and baptism belong together in the way that the Methodist liturgy suggests? 

2. Is it right to baptise children? 

Paragraphs 124-125 note that there is a divergence on this matter within both the Church of England and the Methodist Church.  Paragraph 124 correctly notes that: ‘Both our churches baptise infants and young children….’. Paragraph 125 equally correctly notes that: …both churches include loyal members who have hesitated to have their children baptised before they are able to profess the Christian faith for themselves.’ 

The divergence noted in these paragraphs reflects a long standing difference of opinion on the validity of infant baptism that extends well beyond the Church of England and the Methodist Church. 

The argument in favour of infant baptism is that it is a practice that goes back to the very early days of the Christian Church and that it is a practice which has theological validity because it witnesses to the primacy of God’s grace and the significance of the Christian community as the context in which that grace is received. 

This is a point which is put forward by Called to Love and Praise as follows:  

In a mission situation such as the earliest period of the Church, believer’s baptism will be normative, but the practice of baptizing the children of believers probably began in New Testament times precisely because belonging to the Christian community was so fundamental. So infant baptism is no less incorporation into the body of Christ. By it the Christian community recognizes the primacy of God’s grace, seen in the community, and continued through the Christian’s development in childhood, the time of her or his own active response in Christian commitment, and the remainder of the Christian pilgrimage. This primacy of grace is true whether or not a person chooses actively to take up her or his place in the body of believers; God’s offer of grace is not conditional on human response. The initiative is from God, and the Church’s rites of Christian in initiation are both its embodiment and the Church’s response.
 

The contrary argument is, firstly, that infant baptism is never explicitly mentioned in the New Testament  and, secondly, that baptism is a sacrament which involves both God’s initiative and a human response of faith by the person being baptised. When an infant or young child is baptised, it is argued, such a response of faith is simply not possible and therefore the baptism cannot be valid.  As Donald Bridge and  David Phypers put it: 

Entry into the kingdom comes through the exercise of conscious humble faith. Of this faith, baptism is the sacrament, and as such it is only to be administered in the context of conscious faith on the part of the one being baptized.
 

An attempt to find a middle way between these two positions is contained in the WCC  statement on Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry previously mentioned. This declares:

The differences between infant and believer’s baptism become less sharp when it is recognized that both forms of baptism embody God’s own initiative in Christ and express a response of faith made within the believing community. 

The practice of infant baptism emphasizes the corporate faith and the faith which the child shares with its parents. The infant is born into a broken world and shares its brokenness. Through baptism, the promise and claim of the Gospel are laid upon the child. The personal faith of the recipient of baptism and faithful participation in the life of the Church are essential for the full fruit of baptism.

The practice of believer’s baptism emphasizes the explicit confession of the bperson who responds to the grace of God in and through the community of faith and who seeks baptism.

Both forms of baptism require a similar and responsible attitude towards Christian nurture. A rediscovery of the continuing character of Christian nurture may facilitate the mutual acceptance of different initiation practices.

In some churches which unite both infant-baptist and believer-baptist traditions, it has been possible to regard as equivalent alternatives for entry into the Church both a pattern whereby baptism in infancy is followed by later profession of faith and a pattern whereby believer’s baptism follows upon a presentation and blessing in infancy. This example invites other churches to decide whether they, too, could not recognize equivalent alternatives in their reciprocal relationships and in church union negotiations.
 

What do you think of this issue? Is the mediating position put forward by the WCC tenable or are the infant-baptist and believer-baptist traditions irreconcilable alternatives. If the latter is the case, which  tradition do you find preferable and why? 

3. Who should be the minister at confirmation? 

As paragraph 125 notes there is basic agreement between the Anglican and Methodist traditions that confirmation is the occasion when there is: 

…the re-affirmation of the baptismal promises by the candidate, accompanied by the prayer with the laying on of hands that God will strengthen the candidate in his or her discipleship through the work of the Holy Spirit.

Where there is a difference between them is over the issue of who should confirm. In the Methodist tradition confirmation is administered by the local presbyter while in the Church of England it is always a bishop who confirms. 

As paragraph 128 goes on to hint, this difference will need to resolved if the Church of England and the Methodist Church are to continue to move towards unity. 

Anglicans have traditionally given three reasons why it should be a bishop who confirms. 

(a) Ever since the emergence of confirmation as a distinct rite in the late patristic period it has always been the bishop that confirms. 

(b) In Acts 8:14-17, and 19:1-7 it is the Apostles who bestow the gift of the Holy Spirit through the laying on of hands and it is bishops as the successors of the Apostles who have the power  and authority to do this today at confirmation. 

(c) It is appropriate that the bishop should confirm a candidate on behalf of the universal Church because part of the bishop’s role is to act as the link between the local church and the Church universal. 

In response, those who would favour the Methodist practice of presbyteral confirmation would argue that: 

(a) The fact that a practice has an ancient pedigree does not automatically mean that it should continue today, and in any case a bishop in the patristic period was much more like a senior  local presbyter than the remote diocesan bishops we know today. 

(b) Acts 8 and 19 are irrelevant to the issue because even if one grants that bishops 

are in some sense successors of the Apostles what St. Luke is describing is two separate and anomalous situations in the life of the early Church and not anything like the rite of confirmation as we know it today.      

(c) While it is certainly appropriate that the person who confirms should represent the universal Church there is no reason why even in an episcopal polity a presbyter should not do this as the Bishop’s representative. After all, Church of England presbyters act on behalf of the bishop at baptism and the Eucharist so why not at confirmation? 

Positively it is argued that it makes more sense for the local presbyter who has prepared a candidate to also confirm them as this is a stronger and more natural pastoral relationship than that between a candidate and a bishop whom he or she may never have previously met. 

What you will need to think about is what you think about confirmation in the light of these two contrasting sets of arguments. 

4. Is it correct to describe the Eucharist as a ‘sacrifice’?

In paragraph 132 the Common Statement once again follows Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry  in its description of what it thinks Anglicans and Methodists can say together about the Eucharist.  The first part of what the paragraph says is uncontroversial. There would be general agreement among both Anglicans and Methodists (and among most other Christians as well) that: 

…in the eucharistic meal, in the eating and drinking of the bread and wine, instituted by the Lord, he grants communion (koinonia) with himself. God is acting in the mystery of the Eucharist, renewing the life of the Church, the body of Christ. In accordance with Christ’s promises, each communicant receives assurance of the forgiveness of sins and the pledge of eternal life. The Eucharist eloquently proclaims the Lord’s death until he comes. 

However, the final two sentences of the paragraph are controversial in that they set out an additional understanding of the Eucharist which some Evangelical Anglicans and some Methodists would find hard to accept.  

In these sentences we are told that the Eucharist is: 

…a great sacrifice of praise which, in anticipation of the ultimate redemption of creation (Romans 8:19-23), the Church offers on behalf of the whole creation. Christ unites the faithful with himself and, by virtue of his life, death and resurrection, includes their prayers within his own intercession. 

The idea that the Eucharist is sacrificial in nature is one that goes back to the second century of the Christian era when an identification was made between the Christian  Eucharist and the pure offering made by the nations in  Mal 1:11. 

At the Reformation a sacrificial understanding of the Eucharist was rejected by the Protestant Reformers on the grounds that it involved the idea that the Church was re-offering Christ’s death to God. Thus Article XXXI of the Thirty Nine Articles declares: 

The Offering of Christ once made is that perfect redemption, propitiation, and satisfaction, for all the sins of the whole world, both original and actual; and there is none other satisfaction for sin, but that alone. Wherefore the sacrifices of Masses’ in the which it is commonly said that the Priest did offer Christ for the quick and the dead, to have remission of pain or guilt, were blasphemous fables, and dangerous deceits.  

During the 17th century, however, the notion of Eucharistic sacrifice once again became part of Anglican theology due to a renewed emphasis on the importance of the teaching of the early Fathers, and from the mid 19th century onwards it became widespread in the Church of England due to the influence of the Oxford movement.   

Turning to the Methodist tradition, we find that John and Charles Wesley were both influenced by 17th century Anglican teaching about Eucharistic sacrifice. We can see this in their 1745 publication Hymns on the Lord’s Supper which contained a lengthy extract from a work entitled The Christian Sacrament and Sacrifice published in 1673 by the High Church Anglican theologian Daniel Brevint and a series of 166 hymns reflecting Brevint’s teaching. 

An example of the kind of theology found in this book can be seen in Charles Wesley’s hymn O God of our forefathers, hear. In the second verse of this hymn a sacrificial view of the Eucharist finds clear expression: 

With solemn faith we offer up,

    And spread before thy glorious eyes,

That only ground of all our hope,

    That precious, bleeding sacrifice, 

Which brings thy grace on sinners down,

And perfects all our souls in one.

Although many subsequent Methodist writers took a more Protestant view of the matter, the idea of a sacrificial aspect to the Eucharist continued to be a part of Methodist theology. For example, in his 1907 book The Church and the Sacraments we find the Wesleyan Methodist scholar Joseph Beet describing the Eucharist in clear, albeit carefully qualified, sacrificial terms: 

We thus present to God for our sins, in our hearts and by faith, the pierced body and shed blood of Christ. And while we do so, the blood of Christ saves us from it. Thus, in the Supper we do a spiritual act analogous to the sprinkling of blood by the High Priest once a year in the Holy Place.

But since we do but present to God as a propitiation for our sins the blood shed once for all, it is better to caller the Supper a sacrificial act rather than a sacrifice. 

In spite of continuing Protestant objections, the understanding that the Eucharist is a sacrifice has won widespread ecumenical support when it has been expressed in the modified form in which it is found in paragraph 132, which carefully avoids any idea of the Church re-offering the death of  Christ to God the Father, 

The theological logic that supports this understanding is clearly set out by Richardson as follows: 

…Christians must necessarily offer oblations to God, because they are a priesthood, and a priest is by definition one who offers sacrifice. The Christian priesthood is derived from the priesthood of Christ; because Christ is priest, therefore Christians are a priesthood……At the oblation of the bread and wine in the liturgy the Church offers itself, or rather, Christ offers himself, his body, to the Father. This is what is meant by saying that Christ is the high priest of the Church’s offering; he offers to God his own obedience, his own body, and in the Eucharist we offer ourselves as we are found in Christ. The Church’s offering is the offering of the whole Christ; it is therefore the offering of Christians as found in Christ; that is why the bead and wine, the outward and visible tokens of the offering, ‘are;’ the body and blood of Christ, the person and life of Christ, who is both offered to God and given to the Church in the Eucharist. 
  

Those who would find a sacrificial understanding of the Eucharist hard to accept would argue that while the position put forward by theologians such as Richardson is internally self-consistent it lacks biblical support. They would say that nowhere in the New Testament is the Eucharist described in sacrificial terms and nowhere in the New Testament is a connection made between the idea that Christians are a royal priesthood (1 Pet 2:9) and their offering themselves to God as a sacrifice at the 

Eucharist.

They would argue instead that what the New Testament teaches is that the Eucharist was instituted by Christ as a permanent memorial of his one offering of Himself made once for all upon the cross (1 Cor 11:23-25)  , and a means by which Christians can receive the spiritual benefits of this offering as they receive the bread and wine in faith as tokens of His broken body and His shed blood (Jn 6:54-57). 

To put it another way, they would say that the Eucharist is a sacrament in which we receive from God rather make an offering to God , and that Thomas Cranmer was therefore theologically correct when in his 1552 order for Holy Communion he separated out the idea of Christians offering themselves as a ‘reasonable, holy and lively sacrifice’ from the sacramental act itself so as to make clear that at the Communion we receive from God and that we then offer ourselves to God in response as a second and subsequent action. 

What you have to decide is what you think about this difference of opinion. Is their any biblical support for the idea of eucharistic sacrifice, and, if not,  could the idea still be defended in the absence of any such support? 

5. Does there need to be common  practice in the celebration of the Eucharist? 

As paragraph 135 notes, there are a number of differences of practice between the two churches with regard to the celebration of the Eucharist. The issue that needs to be discussed in this regard is whether differences on such matters fall within the limits of acceptable diversity or whether there has to be a single agreed form of practice. 

On the one hand, those who would regard such differences as tolerable argue that there is no blue print laid down in the New Testament as to how the Eucharist ought to be celebrated, and that therefore, providing that there is the use of bread and wine in obedience to Christ’s command to ‘do this is remembrance of me’, uniformity of Eucharistic practice is not required. 

On the other hand there are those who would argue that  forms of Eucharistic practice all have their own theological significance.  

For example, some Anglicans argue that it is not a theologically indifferent matter whether one uses alcoholic or non-alcoholic wine, because only the former maintains the historical link between the Church’s action now and what Christ did at the Last Supper. They would say that one can no more replace alcoholic with non-alcoholic wine than one could replace the bread and wine with doughnuts and coffee. 

Alternatively, as paragraph 135 indicates , some Methodists argue that the use of individual wafers in some Church of England parishes is contrary both to the action of Christ Himself when He instituted the Eucharist and the words of St, Paul in 1 Cor 10:17:  ‘Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of one bread.’ 

What such examples show, it is suggested, is that you cannot separate form from substance in Eucharistic practice. Everything that takes place needs to bear witness to what is believed about the nature of the Eucharist and therefore there needs to be common practice.    

What you need to think through is whether you accept this argument or whether you think that it is permissible to have many differences of practice providing that the core of what takes place remains the same. 

6. Should children be admitted to communion before confirmation? 

In paragraph 136 it is further noted  that another difference in practice between the Methodist Church and the Church of England concerns the issue of whether children who have not been confirmed should be permitted to receive communion: 

….in the Methodist Church children who are baptised are encouraged to join in the sharing of the bread and the wine. After a period of varying practice the conviction has grown that children receiving communion best expresses the oneness of the whole baptised community sharing together in the Eucharist. Within the Church of England practice varies from diocese to diocese and parish to parish. 

Those in favour of the practice of children who are baptised but not confirmed receiving communion  put forward two arguments in favour of the practice. 

· They would argue that children become full members of the Christian community at their baptism and therefore it makes no sense to exclude them from communion since this is the family meal of the Christian community at which all its members should be welcome. This is what is meant by the statement in the quotation above about the conviction that: ‘….children  receiving communion best expresses the oneness of the whole baptised community sharing together in the Eucharist.’ 

· They would also argue that the fact that children may not be able to articulate their understanding of the significance of communion in the same way as adults does not mean that they should be barred from receiving the elements. They would point out that no adult can claim to have a full understanding of the Eucharistic mystery and that we need to recognise that a child can have an understanding of what takes place at communion which, while limited by adult standards, is nevertheless appropriate to their stage of spiritual development.     

· In summary, as the Methodist report Children and Holy Communion puts it: 

The worthiness of anyone to receive the Body and Blood of Christ is based solely on the grace of God. A baptized person has by the grace of God been incorporated into the Body of Christ, his Church. It is appropriate therefore that any baptized member of the Body be fed. Conditions relating to age and level of understanding should be set aside.
 

Those against the practice of admitting children to communion put forward three arguments to support their position. 

· Firstly, some in the Church of England who take a ‘high’ view of confirmation argue that the process of Christian initiation is completed not at baptism but at confirmation, and therefore someone who is baptised but not confirmed is not yet a full member of the Christian community. This being the case it is appropriate that they should not take a full part in the family meal until they have been confirmed. 

· Secondly, some still argue the point noted above that children are incapable of having a proper understanding of what the Eucharist is about. They would see admitting children to communion as part of a wider trend in which the importance of receiving communion in the context of intelligent faith is being undermined and receiving the elements has come to be seen as conveying spiritual benefit in and of itself.             

· Thirdly, some argue that allowing children to receive at the Eucharist runs the danger of undermining an awareness in the Church of the need for serious spiritual preparation prior to reception. Those who take this position would point to to the absence in current Church of England and Methodist liturgies of any equivalent to the lengthy exhortations to serious spiritual preparation found in the service for Holy Communion in the Book of Common Prayer as evidence that such preparation is no longer taken as seriously as it should be. They would then add that because children are incapable of such preparation and, in particular, are incapable of serious repentance for their sins, admitting them to communion is a further signal that these things do not matter. 

What you need to consider is which of these two sets of arguments you find persuasive. Is a baptised child a full member of the Church? Is a child capable of proper understanding of and preparation for Communion, and does this matter? 

7. Should the person who presides at the Eucharist always be someone who is either a Bishop or a Priest?

The Common Statement declares in paragraph 137 that: ‘There is also an important difference with regard to eucharistic presidency’. As paragraphs 163-166 explain, the nature of this difference is that in the Church of England only those who have been consecrated priest can preside at the Eucharist. 

This is laid down in Canon B12 of the Church of England’s Canons which declares: 

No person shall consecrate and administer the holy sacrament of the Lord’s Supper unless he have been ordained priest by episcopal ordination…

In the Methodist Church, by contrast, presidency at the Eucharist is not restricted to those who have been ordained presbyter: 

….where eucharistic deprivation would otherwise exist, named probationer ministers (who have not been ordained), lay persons (usually Local Preachers) and, on occasion, deacons (for whom this is not the ministry to which they were ordained) are authorised by the Conference, for a year at a time, to preside at the Eucharist. (Para 163).

Although there are some Methodists who would see the existence of lay presidency as a matter of theological principle this is not the official position of the Methodist Conference. Prior to the creation of the present Methodist Church of Great Britain in 1932 the various Methodist churches had varying practices with some permitting lay presidency and others not. From 1932 to 1946 each local church was permitted to continue its pre-union practice, but in 1946 it was agreed that there should be a common policy that presbyters should normally preside at the Eucharist and that the situations of Eucharistic deprivation noted above should be regarded as exceptions to this norm. This has remained the agreed policy to the present day. 

The relevant Standing Order of the Methodist Conference (Standing Order 011) states that: 

A Circuit which considers that any of its churches are deprived of reasonably frequent and regular celebration of the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper through lack of ordained ministers may apply for the authorisation of persons other than ministers to preside at the sacrament when appointed to do so on the circuit plan, or on other occasions when authorised by the Suprintendent. 

There are two arguments that are put forward in favour of the Church of England’s position that no exception can be made to the rule that presbyters must preside. 

Firstly, there is the argument from Catholic tradition.  This notes since the early second century at least there has been an unbroken tradition of either bishops or priests acting on their behalf presiding at the Eucharist. This ancient tradition is to be respected as an inheritance given to us by God and therefore not to be set aside. 

Secondly, there is the argument from what is appropriate in terms of Church order. This is the argument put forward in the 1997 Church of England House of Bishop’s report Eucharistic Presidency. As paragraph 164 of the Common Statement notes, there are two strands to this argument. 

· The person who presides should be: ‘…a sign and focus of the unity, holiness, catholicity and apostolicity of the Church, and the one who has primary responsibility for ensuring that the Church’s four marks are expressed, actualised, and made visible in the eucharistic celebration.’

· Because the person who functions as this sign and has this responsibility is the person who has overall pastoral oversight of the community: ‘….the presidency over the community’s celebration of the Eucharist belongs to those with overall pastoral oversight of the community, i.e. to those ordained as bishop or priest/ presbyter.’ 

In response to these two arguments those in the Methodist Church and the Church of England who would favour allowing diaconal and lay presidency would make the following points: 

· Tradition cannot be an absolutely binding guide when, as in this case, it has no specific biblical material to back it up. 

· The Church’s tradition on this matter has already developed. At first only bishops could preside, and then subsequently when the Church got too big for this restriction to be practical, priests were allowed to preside on behalf of the bishop. Why should not the presidency of authorised deacons and lay people simply be seen as another development along the same trajectory responding to the practical needs of our day? 

· The reason why  presidency at the Eucharist was restricted to the bishop or to the priest as His representative was to ensure the unity of the Church and to prevent schismatic groups celebrating Eucharists of their own. There is no reason today why we should not meet the same concerns by following  the Methodist practice of allowing only authorised deacons or lay people to preside. 

· There is a realisation today that pastoral oversight is, and ought to be, something that is shared by a group of people within the local Church rather than being the sole responsibility of one individual. This being the case, it would be logical to say that presidency at the Eucharist is something that could be shared as well, as already happens in an Anglican context when an incumbent or Priest in Charge permits the Eucharist to be celebrated by a curate or other assistant minister.

· The restriction of presidency at the Eucharist to those who are ordained priest encourages the idea that there is a separate priestly ‘caste’ in the church and by so doing undermines the biblical teaching about the priesthood shared by all baptized believers.

· Allowing deacons and lay people to pr each but not preside makes an unbiblical distinction between the ministries of word and sacrament. This argument would hold that the sacrament of the Eucharist is simply a particular form of the proclamation of the gospel which also takes place through the ministry of preaching, and the it follows that if we allow deacons and lay people to preach we ought to allow them to preside as well.   

What you need to decide is what you think about these two sets of arguments. Are the arguments about tradition and order decisive or are they outweighed by the considerations put forward on the other side?   

Questions for discussion 

1. Is it faith, baptism, or both that unite us to Christ? 

2. Should we baptise children? 

3. Should presbyters/ priests be allowed to confirm? 

4. Should children be admitted to communion?

5. Is the Eucharist a sacrifice? 

6.Does there need to be a uniformity of practice in celebrating the Eucharist? 

7. Are there circumstances in which deacons and lay people should be permitted to preside at the Eucharist? 

A common ministry of word and sacrament. 

1. Is it helpful or misleading to talk about representative ministry? 

In paragraphs 141-144 the Common Statement sets out three underlying principles concerning the ministry which it thinks Anglicans and Methodists can both accept. 

The first of these is the principle that: ‘All ministry is the ministry of Christ himself in his body the Church’ (Para 142).  

The second is the principle that:  ‘Baptism (in the context of full Christian initiation) lies at the root of all ministry’ (Para 143). 

These two principles are uncontroversial. What is controversial is the principle of representative ministry which is set out in paragraph 144. Although the paragraph is right to say  that: ‘Both Anglicans and Methodists respond positively to the idea of representative ministry’ it also has to be said that not all Anglicans and Methodists respond positively to it. There are some who have serious objections to the idea. 

The argument in favour of the concept of representative ministry is clearly laid out in paragraph 144. This argues that the public ministers of the Church have a twofold representative role. They represent Christ and they also represent the Church: 

The public ministers of the Church represent Christ to his people. He makes himself present in blessing through the means of grace that he has instituted. Ministers represent him in the sense that he works through them and uses them. Ministers also represent the people of God in the ministry of the word and sacrament and in public witness before the world, helping to articulate their faith, presiding at their worship and exercising pastoral oversight that is entrusted to the Church as a body.   

Those who have reservations about the use of the language of representation have difficulty with its use in both these connections. 

· They would have difficulty with saying that ministers of Christ represent Him to His people because they would say that this gives to much emphasis to 

      the person of the minister herself or himself. They would say that what represents    

      Christ is the word of God which the minister proclaims or the sacraments which 

      he or she celebrates. The means of grace are word and sacrament not ministers 

      themselves. 

· They would also have difficulty in saying that ministers represent the people of God for similar reasons. They would contend that in preaching, leading worship,  and exercising pastoral care ministers are not the representatives of the Church but the servants of God, the servants whom God uses to declare His words of judgement and grace to His people and to lead His people in responding to Him. 

· Paradoxically, therefore, they would say that that the concept of representative ministry as laid down in paragraph 144 gives both too much and too little importance to the public ministers of the gospel.  It gives too much importance to ministers as individuals rather than to the means of grace which they minister and it gives them too little importance by depicting them as those who represent the Christian community rather that a servants of God addressing the community and leading its worship in obedience to His command. 

In response to these objections those who defend the use of representative language would say that these objections are based on a misunderstanding of the way in which God operates in the world. They would say that we cannot separate the proclamation of the gospel in word and sacrament from the ministry of the person God has raised up to proclaim it. When God speaks to His people He speaks through the servants He has chosen not in spite of them or apart from them, just as in the Bible He chose to speak through the lives and personalities of the Prophets and Apostles. They would also say that God acts in the world in and through His body the Church and therefore we should not make a distinction between someone acting as the servant of God and someone acting on behalf of the Church. The two go together. 

What do you make of these arguments? Is the language of representation helpful or does it give a misleading impression of the nature of Christian ministry? 

2. Is it right to call presbyters ‘priests’? 

Paragraph 148 of the Common Statement draws attention to the fact that in spite of sharing a common understanding of the ministry of word and sacrament presbyters are called upon to exercise Anglicans and Methodists nevertheless refer to the person exercising this ministry by two different names:  

In the Church of England, presbyters are commonly called priests while in the Methodist Church they are usually known as ministers.  

This use of the term ‘priest’ in the Church of England has traditionally  been a stumbling block not only for Methodists, but also for Evangelical Anglicans as well. 

There are two reasons why  it has been (and continues to be) a stumbling block, and these are clearly explained by Griffith Thomas in his book The Principles of Theology. 

· The first difficulty is that the New Testament does not call presbyters ‘priests’: 

The New Testament never uses the word ‘priest’ to describe the minister. Indeed, in the singular it is only found of Christ, and His priesthood is said to be ‘undelegated’ or ‘intransmissible’ (Heb vii.24). When it is used of the Church it is always in the plural, ‘priests’ (Rev. i.6), or, collectively, ‘priesthood’ (1 Pet ii.5). The truth, therefore, is that Christianity is, not has, a priesthood.
   

· The second difficulty is that viewing the Christian ministry as having a priestly function is actually contrary to the ethos of New Testament Christianity: 

Neither the name nor the thing is found in the New Testament idea of the Christian ministry, and the reason is that it is irreconcilable with the letter and spirit of Apostolic Christianity. In regard to the priesthood ‘Christianity stands apart from all the older religions,’ for it is ‘the characteristic distinction of Christianity’ to have no such provision. Three things inevitably go together; priest, altar, and sacrifice, and where there is no offering there is no need of an altar; where there is no altar there is no sacrifice; where there is no sacrifice there is no priest.
    

It was for these reasons that the doctrinal clause of the Methodist Church’s  Deed of Union rejected the notion, which developed from the Patristic era onwards, of a Christian priesthood which was separate from the corporate priesthood of the people of God as whole, and the members of which mediated between God and His people by offering the body and blood of Christ at the Eucharist:

The Methodist Church holds the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers and consequently believes that no priesthood exists which belongs exclusively to a particular order or class of persons…
 

In the face of these objections to the use of the term priest, paragraphs 152-155 of the Common Statement offer three reasons why this is an appropriate word to use.

The first reason, which is drawn from the report The Priesthood of the Ordained Ministry which was produced by the Church of England’s Faith and Order Advisory Group in 1986, is that the ministry of bishops and presbyters is: 

..an appointed means through which Christ makes his priesthood present and effective to his people. 

That is to say, bishops and presbyters are priests because Christ is a priest

and he exercises his priestly ministry through them.  

The second reason, which is drawn from the same report, is that bishops and presbyters are rightly called priests because it is their role to enable the priestly vocation of all God’s people: 

The ministry of all those who are called to the episcopate and presbyterate fulfils a particular service by strengthening and building up the royal household, the spiritual temple, the holy priesthood of all the faithful. They do this through their ministry of word and sacrament, through their prayers of intercession, and through their pastoral care for the community. Their ministry may be called priestly in that it is their vocation to help the whole people to realise their priestly character.  

The third reason is drawn from the agreement on ministry and ordination reached by the Anglican-Roman Catholic International Commission, and relates to the idea of the self-offering of the Church to God at the Eucharist which we looked at earlier in this workbook. The agreement declared that those who are ordained as priests: 

Not only…share through baptism in the priesthood of the people of God, but they are – particularly in presiding at the Eucharist – representative of the whole Church in the fulfilment of its priestly vocation of self-offering to God as a living sacrifice.    

In summary we can say that the Common Statement argues that presbyters may appropriately be called priests because of their particular relationship to the priesthood of Christ on the one hand and to the whole people of God on the other.

What you have to consider is what you think of these arguments for and against the use of the term priest.   

3. Does Christian unity require a uniform pattern of ministry? 

Paragraph 139  of the Common Statement declares that: 

Full visible u
nity certainly requires a common – that is to say, a united, single, integrated – ministry of word and sacrament. 

In specific terms what this means as far as Anglicans are concerned is that visible unity requires a united three fold ministry in the traditional pattern with bishops, presbyters and deacons. This has been the official Anglican approach since the Lambeth Conference of 1888 and it is the approach to which the Church of England still adheres. 

The belief that there should be a common threefold ordained ministry with bishops, presbyters and deacons is not a belief which divides the Church of England and the Methodist Church.  As the Common Statement indicates,  both traditions accept that visible unity between them requires a common form of ministry and the Methodist Church, which already has presbyters and deacons, has indicated its willingness in principle to accept the historic episcopate as well. 

However, not everyone is convinced that a visibly united Church requires a common form of ministry.  The Church of England’s ecumenical partners in the Evangelical Church in Germany, for example, have continued to resist this idea. Their position on the matter is made clear in the following extract from an essay on the Meissen and Porvoo ecumenical agreement by Ingolf Dalferth.  

Dalferth agrees that there has to be a common proclamation of the gospel and a celebration of the same sacraments, and he accepts that churches have a responsibility for the ordering of the Church’s public ministry as well as for ensuring that Christians live according to their baptism and engage in mission to the world. However he then goes on to add that: 

This cannot mean…that they must also realize in the same way their equal essential and original task of ordering the ministry, or that that the same shaping of the ordained ministry is therefore necessary for the full, visible unity of the Church. The goal of the movement towards visible unity is, after all, not a uniform Church but ‘the reconciliation of churches and ministries within the wider fellowship of the universal Church.’ The universal Church, however, is not a particular institutional organization alongside the Anglican and Protestant churches, but that which makes these churches churches and must itself become manifest in them, they really want to be churches and to be visible and effective as churches. The universal Church also has no ministries, but only the one ministry of Jesus Christ, in which all the baptized participate in the same way. There are only ministries in the historical life of the Church, where the ministry of Jesus Christ comes into play visibly, perceptibly and effectively in the proclamation of the Gospel through word and sacrament in space and time and forms a particular ecclesial community. And these ministries exist not as visible signs, images or representations of the ministry of Jesus Christ, but only as ministeria verbi divini
, that is to say offices of service of the actions in which and through which the ministry of Jesus Christ is accomplished in historical churches. The unity of these ministries is therefore only shown in the identity of their functions and thereby in the one common service which they perform, not in an identical form, historical origin or theological legitimation. 

The argument put forward in this quotation is rather complex, but the basic point he is making is simple.  The unity of the ministries which exist in the universal Church is not a matter of the forms which they take but of the common functions which they perform in the service of the gospel. 

Those who argue that the form as well as the function of these ministries needs to be common make three basic points in response to this argument. 

· The threefold order of bishops, presbyters and deacons is not simply a human invention. It goes back to the days of the Apostles and is to be viewed as something given to the Church by God Himself. 

· This threefold order meets the needs of the Church in that the diaconate meets the need for a ministry which builds a bridge between the life of the Church and the life of the wider world, the presbyterate meets the needs for a ministry of word, sacrament and pastoral care, and the episcopate meets the need for a ministry of oversight and for a link between the local church and the Church universal. 

· By maintaining the threefold order as it has come down to us from the Apostolic Church the Church demonstrates its commitment to maintaining a continuity of Apostolic faith and practice in all areas of its life and mission.  

As before, you have to decide which of these positions you find more persuasive. Do you agree with Dalferth that all that is required is a unity of function, or do you accept the counter argument that it is wrong to separate form from function and that the threefold order of ministry is an Apostolic inheritance which the Church needs to maintain?

4. Must all positions of leadership in the Church be open to both women and men?  

In the same way that the existence of the threefold order of bishops, presbyters and deacons is a ‘non-negotiable’ for the Church of England so also the place of women in the ministerial leadership of the Church is a non-negotiable for the Methodist Church. 

This is made clear in paragraph 161 of the Common Statement which states: 

All posts and positions within the Methodist Church that are open to men are also open to women. There are women District Chairs and there have been women Presidents of Conference. The report to Conference 2000 on Episkope and Episcopacy, Guideline 6, made it clear that an episcopate in the Methodist Church would be open to women as well as to men. This principle is regarded as something that the Methodist Church as received from God and wishes to share with the wider Church. For many Methodists, any failure to recognise and accept the full ministry of women would constitute a serious theological obstacle to full visible unity. 

In contrast to the position in the Methodist Church , in the Church of England women cannot be bishops, and although they can be presbyters and deacons it is possible for parishes to declare that they do not want a woman to celebrate communion for them or to be their parish priest, and to request from their diocesan bishop extended episcopal oversight from a bishop who is of their persuasion.  

Those in both the Methodist Church and the Church of England who advocate having no restrictions on women’s ministry generally give three reasons in support of this position. 

· The theological argument is that the biblical teaching concerning the creation of both men and women in the image of God (Gen 1:26-27), the pouring out of God’s Spirit on men and women alike on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:17-18), and the equal status of all the baptised  before God (Gal 3:27-28) can only be properly reflected by a ministry that is fully open to people from both sexes. 

· The experiential argument is that there have been women who have had a call from God to undertake public ministry and experience has shown that their ministry has shown every sign of being blessed by God (it was this experiential argument that convinced John Wesley, for example, to accept that there could be female Methodist preachers).  

· The missiological argument is that in today’s society where equality between men and women is accepted as the norm the Church’s preaching of the gospel will be undermined if the Church is perceived to body that continues to discriminate against those who are female.  

Those who favour having some form of continuing restriction on women’s ministry  make three points in response, although not all who take this position necessarily endorse all three.  

· They argue that other Biblical texts such as Gen 2:18-25, 1 Cor 11:2-16 and 1 Tim 2:11-15 show that God created women to be a support to men rather than to exercise authority over them, and that the Apostolic Church saw this principle as placing a restriction on the roles that women could play in the Church.    

· They argue that we should take seriously the testimony of tradition against women exercising leadership roles in the Church and acknowledge that we are not entitled to change the traditional shape of the Church’s ministry without the kind of universal consensus that currently does not exist. 

· They argue that while the Church as whole is still divided about the matter it is right that those who adhere to the Church’s traditional position should have their conscientious scruples respected and that this can only happen through some restriction on the ministries of those women who have been ordained. 

What do you think? Should there be any restriction on the ministry of women in a future united Church? What reason would you give for or against this idea? 

Questions for discussion. 

1. Does Christian ministry have a representative function? 

2. Are presbyters priests? 

3. Should there be a uniform pattern of ministry in a united Church? 

4. Should there be any restrictions on the ministry of women?   

A common ministry of oversight (episkope) 

1. Does there need to be a single pattern of oversight in a united Church? 

Having set out the basic theological principles that underlie the exercise of oversight in the Church in paragraph 177 the Common Statement then goes on to contend in paragraph 178 that there has to be a single pattern of oversight in a united Church:

The goal of full visible unity includes a pastoral oversight that is united and works as one in leading the Church in mission. 

There are two arguments that are put forward to support this contention

The first of these is the practical argument that unless there is a unified pattern of  oversight the Church will not be able to take the united action that is necessary in order to be an effective instrument of  God’s mission in the world. The argument goes  that if there continue to be a multiplicity of patterns of oversight the Church will be paralysed in its ability to work, pray, confess and worship as one. 

The second is the theological argument that separate structures of oversight are incompatible with a proper Christian understanding of the nature of the Church. This is the point that is made in paragraph 178 when it declares that:

Our ecclesiologies are not compatible with separate, parallel structures of oversight between churches that were already united in doctrine, sacraments and pastoral ministry, except as a temporary anomaly on the way to full visible unity. 

There is no doubt that what is said here about Methodist and Anglican ecclesiology is correct. 

Within Methodist theology what is known as the ‘connexional principle’ holds that the unified pattern of oversight through which each individual Methodist is linked via the Circuits and Districts to the Methodist Conference:

…enshrines a vital truth about the nature of the Church. It witnesses to a mutuality and interdependence which derive from the participation of all Christians through Christ in the very life of God himself.
  

In similar fashion, in Anglican ecclesiology the mutuality and interdependence of the body of Christ is witnessed to both by the way in which Christians in each local church are in communion with their bishop and through him are in communion with the other local churches and with the Church universal, and by the synodical structures which enable the people of God to take counsel together in order to seek to discover God’s will for His people. 

For both traditions the continued existence of separate patterns of oversight would be a counter witness – a sign that the Church was not really serious about its calling to be, and to act as, the one body of Christ. 

The idea that there needs to be a unified pattern of oversight is, however, by no means universally accepted. The argument against it is also twofold. 

· Firstly, it is argued that in the New Testament we find no evidence for any kind of unified pattern of Church government that linked together the various local congregations, and in fact patterns of oversight varied widely with, for example, a strongly hierarchical form of oversight in Jerusalem and a much more open and ‘charismatic’ structure in Corinth.
  If diversity was acceptable in the early Church why should it not be acceptable for us today? 

· Secondly, it is argued that history shows that the attempt to impose a single pattern of oversight is counter productive because it tends to stifle the necessary diversity that is required if the Church is to respond creatively to new missionary situations. The separation of Methodism from the Church of England is often given as a classic example of this problem with the argument being that it was the inability of a rigid Anglican diocesan and parochial system to cope with the missionary needs of 18th century England that meant that meant that Methodism had to separate itself off from the Church of England in order to function effectively. In similar fashion, it is argued, in the 19th century William Booth came out from Methodism to form the Salvation Army because Methodist structures did not allow him the freedom to respond to the missionary needs of his day.        

For these reasons those who take this position argue that providing there are structures which enable Christians to take counsel together and to work together as appropriate

Common structures of oversight are neither necessary nor in fact helpful. 

What do you think?. Are common structures of oversight a theological and practical necessity or an obstacle to appropriate missionary flexibility? 

2. How does oversight work in our churches today? 

In paragraphs 179-192 of the Common Statement there is a description of how oversight works in practice in the Church of England and the Methodist Church.

Please think about the patterns of oversight that are described in these paragraphs and what you think are the strengths and weaknesses of the pattern of oversight in your church. If it has strengths what do you think these are? If it has weaknesses how do you think these might be overcome? 

When you have done this please be prepared to share with others from the church that is not your own what you think your church might have to contribute to the pattern(s) of oversight in a united Church   

If you are not a member of either the Church of England or the Methodist Church please undertake this exercise by reflecting on the pattern of oversight in your own church. 

3. Does visible unity require a unified international pattern of oversight? 

In the Common Statement the discussion of a unified pattern of oversight refers to what would take place in a united Anglican-Methodist Church in this country. What needs to be asked, however, is whether we need to think about the development of a unified pattern of oversight that is international in nature. 

Both the Church of England and the Methodist Church are part of wider international groups of churches (the Anglican Communion in the case of the Church of England and the churches belonging to the  World Methodist Council in the case of the Methodist Church). 

The function of both of these groupings is to encourage consultation and co-operation between the churches involved, and neither of them has the kind of unified international pattern of oversight that exists, for example, in the Roman Catholic Church. 

In the case of the Anglican communion, however, serious questions are now being asked about whether there is a need for such a pattern of oversight to develop as a way of addressing the strains on the Anglican Communion caused by issues such as the ordination of women and, more  recently, same-sex relationships.

So, for example the Lambeth Conference of 1998 resolved that: 

…encouragement be given to a developing collegial role for the Primates’ Meeting 
 under the presidency of the Archbishop of Canterbury, so that the Primates’ Meeting is able to exercise an enhanced responsibility in offering guidance on doctrinal, moral and pastoral matters.     

And asked that: 

….the Primates’ Meeting, under the presidency of the Archbishop of Canterbury, include among its responsibilities positive encouragement to mission, intervention in cases of exceptional emergency which are incapable of internal resolution within provinces, and giving of guidelines on the limits of Anglican diversity in submission to the sovereign authority of Holy Scripture and in loyalty to our Anglican tradition and formularies. 
  

 More recently, a report produced by a team of conservative Anglican writers entitled To Mend the Net  has gone further and suggested that the Primates’ meeting should draw up guidelines concerning how matters in dispute within the Communion should be handled and that Anglican provinces which did not abide by these guidelines should face disciplinary action which would include the suspension of that province from the Communion and the provision of an alternative Anglican jurisdiction in the country concerned.
 

Those in favour of giving this kind of authority to the Primates’ meeting argue that the concept of a world wide communion of churches has very little meaning if there is no agreement between them on doctrinal, pastoral and moral matters and that there therefore needs to be an effective international pattern of oversight with the necessary authority to develop and maintain such agreement across the communion.  

Those who are not in favour of this development would argue, on the other hand, that this kind of centralised authority structure would prevent local churches responding in a way that was appropriate to their cultural situation even if this was not appropriate for churches in other cultures. Many Anglicans in North America argue, for instance, that the demands of mission in their culture necessitate the recognition of same sex relationships even if this is unacceptable to Anglicans in much more conservative cultures in Sub-Saharan Africa and South East Asia.        

This might appear to be a purely internal Anglican argument, but it raises more fundamental questions for the development of oversight in churches of all traditions. Does the goal of a visibly united church with a unified pattern of oversight need to be seen at a purely national level or do we have to think in terms of a unified world wide pattern of oversight in a visibly united world wide Church? 

What do you think? 

3. Does a unified pattern of oversight lead to an acceptance of the Papacy? 

Within the Anglican Communion the principle that oversight should be exercised in personal as well as communal and collegial ways has been expressed in an acceptance that not only should there be bishops exercising personal oversight in their dioceses but also primates exercising personal oversight in their provinces and the Archbishop of Canterbury exercising personal oversight in the Anglican Communion as a whole. 

By extension it is now being argued that if there is to a visibly united world wide Church this too would require someone exercising personal oversight and that the obvious ecumenically acceptable candidate for this office would be the Pope.  

Thus the Church of England House of Bishops, in its response to the Papal encyclical on ecumenism  Ut Unum Sint,  suggests that Anglicans can see a need for a universal primacy: 

Anglicans and Roman Catholics are at one in their understanding of the episcopate as a ministry involving not only oversight of each local church but also a care for the universal communion of which each church is a member. ARCIC I sees the office of the universal primate as a special and particular case of this care for universal communion which is proper for the episcopal office itself. Anglicans are thus by no means opposed to the principle and practice of a personal ministry at the world level in the service of unity.  Indeed, increasingly their experience of the Anglican Communion is leading them to appreciate the proper need, alongside communal and collegial ministries, for a personal service of unity in the faith. 

and they also argue that this ministry of unity must: ‘…have doctrinal and disciplinary elements’. 

On the other hand they also introduce a note of caution suggesting  that the doctrine of Papal infallibility is one that requires further discussion and noting that: 

In matters of discipline and the oversight of the communion of the Church we should not minimize the serious obstacles that still exist because of the present Roman Catholic understanding of the jurisdiction attributed to the primacy of the Bishop of Rome. The claim that the Bishop of Rome has by divine institution ordinary, immediate and universal jurisdiction over the whole Church is seen by some as a threat to the integrity of the episcopal college and to the apostolic authority of the bishops, those brothers Peter was commanded to strengthen. 

A similarly cautious but open approach to this issue is also to be found within Methodism.  For example, Called to Love and Praise notes: 

In the national and international dialogues of recent decades between Methodists and Roman Catholics, Methodists have affirmed that, if it could be shown that such a ministry was essential to the unity of the Church, then, by that token it must be part of God’s will for the Church. In the Methodist view, such a ministry would need to be exercised in partnership and consultation with the whole people of God. At present, Roman Catholics and Methodists are not entirely agreed on what is ‘essential’ for the whole Church. Is the papacy essential, or desirable for the reasons already given? Methodists could not accept all aspects of papal ministry as it is currently exercised, but would be more open to a universal primacy understood as a ministry of service and unity rather than primarily as a seat of authority. In effect, Methodists rule out no development compatible with our ethos which strengthens the unity and effectiveness of the Church.
   

What you need to consider is whether you think the acceptance of Papal oversight would strengthen the unity and effectiveness of the Church or not.  

In addition, if you think Papal oversight should be accepted in principle, would you share the reservations about the way in which Papal primacy is currently exercised noted in the extracts above?  Would you, for instance, be happy with the idea that the Pope should be able to exercise direct jurisdiction over the affairs of particular local or national churches or with the idea that the Pope could issue teaching documents that were binding on the faithful?  

Questions for discussion 

1. Does a united Church require a unified pattern of oversight. 

2. What are the strengths and weaknesses of the current pattern of oversight 

in your own church? 

3. Does there need to be a unified pattern of oversight for the Church world wide? 

4. Does a united world wide Church require some form of Papal primacy?  

CHAPTER SEVEN. AN ANGLICAN METHODIST COVENANT AND RECOMMENDATIONS     

The final two chapters of an An Anglican-Methodist Covenant pull the material together by putting forward a series of Affirmations, Commitments and Recommendations based on the work of the formal conversations for the Church of England and the Methodist Church to accept. 

In this last chapter of this workbook we shall be looking at the issues raised by these Affirmations, Commitments and Recommendations. 

1. How are we to assess the Affirmations? 

In paragraph 194 there is a list of seven affirmations concerning the Methodist Church and the Church of England. The issue here is the criteria by which we should assess whether the affirmations are correct. 

For example, affirmation two states:

We affirm that in both our churches the word of God is authentically preached, and the sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist are duly administered and celebrated. 

The wording of this affirmation goes back to the 16th century Lutheran Augsburg Confession and in its original context what it meant was that the Church concerned preached the word and celebrated the sacraments in accordance with a Protestant reading of the New Testament rather than according to the traditions of the Medieval Catholic Church which were seen as corrupt and unbiblical. 

The question for us, however, is what the key adverbs  ‘authentically’ and ‘duly’ mean today. 

· What does it mean to preach the word authentically and to duly administer and celebrate the sacraments, and on what basis do we make this decision? 

· Furthermore, having made this decision, on what basis do we then decide whether there is authentic preaching and due celebration of the sacraments in either or both of the churches which are party to the proposed Covenant? 

What is true  for this affirmation is true for them all. For each of the seven affirmations we need to ask: 

a. How in general terms do we decide about the matter in question? 

b. How do we decide about the matter in relation to the Church of England and the Methodist Church?     

Please work through the seven affirmations and try to work out your answer to the two questions in each case. 

2. What are we to make of three possible criticisms of the Affirmations? 

There are three possible lines of criticism of the Affirmations which you need to consider because they are likely to be raised at some point in the discussion of the Covenant.  

· The first is the traditional Anglo-Catholic criticism of the validity of Methodist orders and  sacraments which we noted in relation to the criticisms of the 1968n unity scheme. This criticism would say that we should not make affirmations 2, 4 and 5 in regard to the Methodist Church, because Methodist orders are invalid since Methodist Ministers are not ordained by bishops in historic succession, and as a consequence the sacraments celebrated by those ministers are invalid as well. 

· The second is the argument put forward by those opposed to the ordination of women. They would have difficulty in affirming that the orders of women ministers in either church were God given because the orders of women are by definition contrary to the will of God, and therefore they too would have difficulties with affirmations 4 and 5. 

· The third is the argument put forward by Evangelicals in both traditions that there are many congregations in both churches where the word is not authentically preached because the influence of Liberal theology means that Biblical teaching is no longer upheld. This line of argument would make it difficult to accept affirmations 2 and 3 as they stand because they make no distinction. between congregations where orthodox Biblical theology is taught and confessed and those where it is not.  

In response to these criticisms those who support the Affirmations would make the following points of their own

· The objection that Methodist orders and sacraments are invalid because Methodist ministers are not episcopally ordained is based on an old fashioned view of the significance of episcopacy that has been generally abandoned in contemporary ecumenical discussion of the subject. The position that is now accepted by the Church of England is that while episcopacy remains a necessity for any future re-united Church this does not mean that the Church of England in unable to recognise the orders of churches which do not currently possess bishops in historic succession. 

As paragraph 170 of the Covenant document notes: 

Recent ecumenical agreements (Meissen, Fetter Lane, Reuilly…) that the Church of England has entered into with churches that are not ordered in the historic episcopal succession are instructive for our situation. They demonstrate that the Church of England is able to recognise another church as a part of the one Church of Christ, participating in the apostolic mission of the whole people of God, and to acknowledge that in it the word of God is authentically preached and the sacraments of baptism and the Eucharist are duly administered (as Article XIX requires to identify a visible church) as a question distinct from the question of whether that church has a ministry within the historic episcopate. 

· The objection that it is impossible for some people to recognise the orders of women ministers is a serious one, but given that both the Methodist Church and the Church of England do recognise their orders it would be impossible for them to regard the existence of women ministers as a bar to the mutual recognition of each others ministries. 

· The final objection fails to recognise that the affirmations are not about individual congregations but about the Methodist Church and the Church of England as denominations. They are not saying that in every congregation and at all times  the word is authentically preached and the sacraments rightly administered (something that would be impossible to guarantee) , but that this is generally true for each church as a whole. 

What you need to decide is what you think about these objections and the responses to them. Do the responses provide satisfactory answers to the objections?  

3. Are the Commitments taking our churches in the right direction? 

The six commitments in paragraph 194 commit the two churches to work for the kind of organic unity previously described in the Common Statement in which there would be one episcopally led church  with one form of ministry and one pattern of oversight. In the light of our exploration of these issues earlier in the course of this workbook do you think that this is the direction in which our churches should be heading?    

At this point you  might want to look back at the answer which you gave to question 2 of the questions for discussion in the first section of this workbook. Are you happy with the answer you gave then or would you want to change it in the light of your subsequent investigation of the issues involved? 

4. Are the Commitments and Recommendations too timid? 
Some of those who are in favour of moving towards full organic unity between the two churches have already suggested that the commitments and recommendations are too timid. 

The burden of their complaint is that: 

(a) Neither of them authorises the churches to do things that they cannot do already. 

(b) Neither of them contains specific proposals for implementing full visible unity between the two churches. All that they will achieve, it is said, is further delay and more discussion when what is really required is firm and decisive action to make unity a reality on the ground. 

In response, those who support the Commitments and Recommendations would say that while it is true that they do not authorise anything that cannot be done already it is nevertheless important that the two churches at a national level formally commit themselves to living, worshipping  and working together in the ways described because this will provide the necessary national support needed to encourage people to get things done at a local level. 

They would also say that the history of failed unity proposals between the two churches in the past teaches that we have to lay firm foundation for any future unity proposals and the Commitments and Recommendation provide the necessary framework for this to take place. As the old saying goes we have to ‘make haste slowly’ and that is what the Commitments and Recommendations propose. We are not yet at the stage where we can make specific unity proposals, but the Covenant provides workable proposals for getting to that stage.  

What do you think?  Should the proposals have been bolder or does the argument that we need to work for full unity by gradual stages make sense? 

Questions for discussion. 

1. How can we decide whether the Affirmations are correct? 

2. Do the three possible criticisms of the Affirmations have any validity? 

3. Is the goal of organic unity set out in the Commitments one to which we should 

      aspire?

4. Are the Commitments and Recommendations radical enough? 
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