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The report of the review group

1 History, remit and methodology of the review

1.a For some time there has been unease about the workings of Greater Manchester Churches Together (GMCT). This was, perhaps, expressed most clearly in the 24 September 2009 Presidents' meeting.

1.b In the autumn of 2010, the Salford Diocese reported its grave financial difficulties to the Churches in Greater Manchester and informed the GMCT Council that it would have to reduce its contribution to the 2011 financial year. This led to an emergency meeting of Council on 22 November 2010 which asked for a new budget and a review of GMCT's strategic plans and priorities.

1.c The Presidents picked this up on 14 December 2010 and asked that a review group be set up. This was done at the 19 January 2011 Council meeting.

1.d That meeting accepted that time constraints would limit what the review group could do and noted that Council, as Trustees of GMCT, should make the decisions, not the review group. Nevertheless, it gave the review group the following remit:

Initially, the scope of the review will seek to focus on the issues listed below but the Council were confident to entrust the Group with the responsibility to provide questions for consideration; thoughts and reflections on what they have found; as well as possible recommendations for the future working of GMCT. The initial focus should be around the following:

· What ecumenical strategic vision will be appropriate for the next three to five years in the light of the current circumstances across the county?

· What ecumenical governance arrangements should be sought to administer the achievement of the above vision?

· Given the likely budgetary position for the coming years, what nature and scale of resources will be needed to achieve the GMCT vision that is agreed and how might these be afforded?
1.e The review group2 met three times, on 16 February, on 12 April and on 7 June 2011. As agreed with Council when it accepted its remit, time constraints did not allow the group as a whole to meet with any individuals, although GMCT's Chair attended for part of one of its meetings. On behalf of the review group, individual members met with the Ecumenical Development Officer (EDO) and the Administrative Assistant and presented a written report to the whole group.
1.f As part of its evidence gathering, the review group facilitated a discussion at the 23 March 2011 Council meeting.

1.g The review group also set up an online survey which attracted 293 respondents.

1.h Between meetings the review group worked on this report. Its factual information was either provided by the GMCT office and/or was sent to the EDO with a request to check the accuracy of the information, rectify errors and fill in gaps.
2 Models of ecumenical working
2.a In reflecting on the evidence from the Presidents, Council and the on-line survey, the review group considered different models of ecumenical working. It seemed to us that Councils of Churches had been set up during a period of optimism when full visible unity (perhaps only between Protestant Churches) was thought to be probable in the foreseeable future. In this context, Councils of Churches may have been seen as a precursor for the visible unity of the Christian community as one body under Christ. Sharing the different structures of separated Churches was considered an essential requirement for ecumenical mission.

2.b Our more contemporary understanding is that the task of visible unity is far more complex for all sorts of reasons, such as the active participation in the ecumenical journey of the Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches
 and the realisation that visible unity will not be fully realised without them. Arguably, the increasing diversity of the Christian community was an important factor in the move in 1987 of the Churches in England to adopt a Churches Together ecumenical instrument model of working. This model acknowledges that partner Churches understand their life and mission in different ways.
 The focus of the Churches Together ecumenical instrument is to enable Churches to take decisions together. However as the diversity of traditions has continued to increase within Greater Manchester this task has become even more complex.
2.c In this context, it is unhelpful to wait for visible unity before Churches share mission together. Indeed, unity can also be realised as Churches share together through formal and informal mission partnerships. Some partnership arrangements will be for a short brief period and others longer term. By sharing in this way, Churches and individual Christians come to a realisation both of their enriching diversity and of their sinful disunity. At its best, this is a spur for even closer working together.
2.d This model is, of course, messier! The review group was clear in its understanding that to be 'Churches Together' should not be limited to activities under the aegis of the formal ecumenical instrument and it is hoped that in future GMCT will celebrate whenever and wherever Churches work together for the building up of God's Kingdom. Often this work and way of being 'Churches Together' is taken for granted, unacknowledged as ecumenical and remains uncelebrated.

2.e A contemporary feature of Church life in England is the emergence of strong one-off ecumenical events or activities, eg Street Pastors and Hope 08.
 These can be particularly successful as they are able to ignore differences for a limited aim. They are a valuable aspect of ecumenical working. However, for greater co-operation deeper relationships are required and these are fostered in on-going meetings of Church Leaders, ministers' meetings and the many local Churches Together groups within GMCT, and, perhaps most of all, in the many co-operative ventures which take place at local level as a normal part of Church life. The online survey
 revealed a wealth of such ventures in Greater Manchester and an enthusiasm for working together despite the problems of declining congregations and resources.
2.f Our research also revealed widespread affection for the current staff and appreciation of the hard work and personal commitment they had shown to supporting churches and individuals. There was particular recognition of the good work of the EDO in reaching out to the evangelical network and to Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) led churches and their leaders.

3 Options for the future
The review group considered three options for the future:

a. To shut up shop.
b. To carry on as we are.
c. To move to a new structure more appropriate to contemporary ecumenism.
3.a The survey revealed widespread disillusionment because existing structures do not meet present needs. It might be tempting to respond by closing down formal structures of ecumenism. The review group, however, was very heartened by the number of people who responded to the online survey and by the commitment to local ecumenism which it revealed. We consider that this local enthusiasm and commitment deserves to be encouraged and supported. Ecumenism is alive but it is 'bottom up' rather than 'top down'. Responding to the Presidents' analogy of the garden, it appears that in many places the garden is fruitful already and will respond bountifully to nurturing.
 Shutting up shop, therefore, does not appear to be a Spirit-led option.
3.b In the same way, to continue with the present structures is not a realistic or Spirit-led option. Quite apart from the frustration which the survey reveals, it is quite clear that Member Churches are no longer able or even willing to fund the current arrangements and structures which are perceived to need change.
3.c The review group believes that ecumenical working, to which all our Churches are committed, does require an enabling instrument which is light-touch and mission- focused rather than 'command and control'. The character of the instrument needs to be based on a reading of the signs of the times and must be appropriate to contemporary ecumenism. 

3.d The review group is offering in this report some proposals and principles for the future of GMCT as a framework for moving forward, very aware that further work is required to provide the full details and a complete picture. We trust the framework we offer will fall in line with the priorities of Member Churches and, in turn they will support a new-look GMCT with adequate funding. We trust, too, that new Member Churches which do not at present offer GMCT financial support will begin to do so with confidence in the future.

4 What principles should inform the way that GMCT operates?

4.a Churches in partnership

A renewed Greater Manchester Churches Together should be about encouraging Churches to share together in a wide variety of partnerships without itself necessarily needing to take responsibility for implementation.
 The role of a midwife is crucial, but the baby belongs to the parents and they take responsibility for its healthy growth.

4.b Making connections between what is already there

Ecumenical Officers, CEOs and DEOs, should be people who can make connections between people, groups, churches/congregations and networks, bringing together people and work which is already there, both informally and within the structures of partner Churches. The culture here should be one of encouragement and enabling.
4.c A strong communication and information strategy

A strong communication and information strategy, realistically funded, is integral to the future working of GMCT. It is also key to the main task of supporting and encouraging local ecumenism for mission. Good communication empowers people by giving them information and encourages them when it is used well to share good-news stories.

GMCT must embrace and utilise modern methods of communication and working. We recommend that GMCT should explore in detail setting up an effective and imaginative website backed by a content management system.

4.d Clear and effective governance structure

A clear and effective governance structure is required to support the work of GMCT. This must recognise the reality of Church life and keep leadership and vision together. Various options for governance should be explored, eg registered charity, Charitable Incorporated Organisation (CIO), taking care to limit the personal liability of Trustees. Robust employment procedures should be put in place with appropriate policies, procedures and effective line management.

We turn now to the three questions that formed the review group's remit from Council.13
5 What ecumenical strategic vision will be appropriate for the next three to five years in the light of the current circumstances across the county?

5.a From the feedback to the review group, it is quite clear that there is very little appetite for meeting together for the sake of it. It is equally apparent that the current structures of GMCT are cumbersome, unsatisfactory and modelled on past assumptions about ecumenical working.

5.b Based on the evidence available to the review group, in particular the vast array of ecumenical activity at a local level, we propose that an appropriate strategic vision for GMCT over the next three to five years will be to enable the flourishing of local ecumenism for mission in its many forms.

5.c The review group offers this strategic direction to GMCT as a guide for renewing its role in the life of the Churches of Greater Manchester for the next three to five years.
6 What ecumenical governance arrangements should be sought to administer the achievement of the above vision? 

Preamble

6.a Throughout its work, the review group found itself unable to answer the question: who sets GMCT’s vision and agenda? GMCT's current structure puts that task firmly in the lap of the Council, which is also the Trustee body.
 However it is quite clear that the Council is too large and cumbersome a body to carry out this task effectively.

6.b Although the timeframe for the review was too short to address adequately areas of governance and oversight, the review group nevertheless recognises the urgency for change. In the light of the principles outlined in #5 above, we propose that GMCT adopts the following way of moving forward:

Proposals for change

6.c An oversight group 

The review group considers that the task of running with the vision and setting the agenda should be in the hands of Church Leaders,
 ensuring that authority, vision and oversight remain in the same place. We propose a small clearly defined group of five or six Presidents, representing the different 'families' of Church life, which will meet two or three times a year. We recommend that each 'family' within the GMCT Presidency should nominate one of their number to serve on this oversight group. For example, there should be one Anglican, one Roman Catholic and one Free Church President. We suggest that two other categories might be the Evangelical and new Churches and the BME led Churches.
We recommend that the oversight group should be the Trustee body if the governance structure chosen requires Trustees.

6.d The Presidents' meeting
It is clear that the Presidents value their relationships with each other and want to deepen those relationships. Those who replied to the survey indicated some frustration with the way their meetings are conducted and expressed disappointment with the level of attendance.
We recommend that the Presidents continue to meet and take time to reflect on how best to use their meetings, especially in the light of the potential large membership of the group. These meetings will inform the oversight group.
6.e Denominational Ecumenical Officers
The survey suggests that the role of DEOs is crucial in identifying emerging local initiatives. It also revealed that currently the DEOs do not work as a team with or without the Ecumenical Officer. The review group considers this lack of team-work to be a serious weakness in the workings of GMCT. We recommend that Member Churches continue to appoint DEOs, if at all possible, and that the DEOs should meet regularly. Their primary task is the fostering of healthy local ecumenism and, therefore, they are key to the effective working of GMCT and crucial to the alternative model we are suggesting.
DEOs should have good relationships with their respective Church Leaders and in this way their expertise and experience will inform the oversight group. It may be that one of their number is also invited to be part of the oversight group, as long as the oversight group remains small and efficient.

6.f The Sponsoring Body
While it is quite clear that new directions in ecumenical working must include informal partnerships, temporary alliances and fresh expressions of Church etc, it is equally clear that Churches Together groups and Local Ecumenical Partnerships (LEPs) continue to require nurture and support. In particular, Member Churches have oversight responsibilities for LEPs and a new GMCT needs to have in place a Sponsoring Body for LEPs. 
7 Given the likely budgetary position for the coming years, what nature and scale of resources will be needed to achieve the GMCT vision that is offered and how might these be afforded? 

7.a In considering the question of resources, the review group first discussed the role of an Ecumenical Development Officer. We seriously considered whether or not an ecumenically appointed officer is necessary. There seemed to be two options for the way forward.
i. To replace the ecumenically appointed officer with a team of Denominational Ecumenical Officers (DEOs).
ii. To have an ecumenically appointed officer who works alongside a team of Denominational Ecumenical Officers.

7.b For option (i) to be successful, we noted that Denominational Officers would need to be given real time in which to work rather than, as at present, for the DEO task to be added to an existing full-time post. We noted that this would require one of the DEOs to take a leading role in the team, acting as facilitator or convenor. We were also concerned about whether Denominational Officers, inevitably hard-pressed, would have time to care for those Member Churches who are unable to appoint DEOs who can meet during the day.
7.c Additionally, the social and economic context of Greater Manchester, with its large number of areas of High Deprivation, provides further impetus for Churches to work together, not least to prevent spiritual deserts in places where no denomination can by itself sustain a Christian presence. Furthermore the experience of developing LEPs in places like Miles Platting and Droylsden indicates that a proactive EDO could make a significant difference.
7.d Our preference, therefore, is for GMCT to have an ecumenically appointed officer. S/he should not be seen as the leader of a 'shadow' united Church-in-waiting. We cannot stress strongly enough, therefore, that an Ecumenical Development Officer (or whatever s/he is called) must be a team-player and an enabler, concerned to foster the talents and expertise of others and must possess appropriate skills to enable the strategic vision to become a reality.
7.e It seems clear, too, that an ecumenically appointed officer working with a team of DEOs would be more economic and effective than appointing a number of paid DEOs to cover the work.
7.f We considered whether a part-time EDO was an option. Greater Manchester Churches Together is one of the largest Intermediate Bodies in England – if not the largest.
 It is unclear how many Churches Together groups there are within GMCT as different documents offer different figures, but it is safe to assume there are about ninety. There are twenty three Local Ecumenical Partnerships and two more in process.
 This compares with, for example, Birmingham Churches Together, which employs an EDO for four days a week and has thirty-nine Churches Together Groups (five of which are Covenanted LEPs), seventeen single congregation LEPs and three ecumenical chaplaincies.

7.g Based on the potential workload of sustaining existing LEPs and local Churches Together Groups, bringing into being new ones, reaching out to newer churches and BME led churches, it is apparent that a part-time Ecumenical Development Officer is not a viable option for GMCT. We therefore recommend that GMCT continues to employ a full-time ecumenical officer.
7.h We recommend that GMCT reviews the job description of the EDO,
 taking for a model those currently used in many other Intermediate Bodies in England.
 The EDO should service the groups outlined in #6 above.
7.i We do not consider that an office is necessary for GMCT to develop its vision and therefore recommend that GMCT consider an EDO who is home based.

7.j Following on from this, the review group considers that this post is sustainable without an administrative assistant, provided that the post-holder has excellent skills in IT and communication. This is not to undervalue the significant and committed role played by the current administrative assistant. The financial constraints that the review group was aware of make it difficult to justify an administrative post in the current climate.
7.k Given the size of GMCT,
 and that some tasks require particular expertise, we recommend that funding be provided for short-term specific tasks (for example, to set up a website and for a mapping exercise to identify new or BME led congregations). 
8 Summary of the recommendations
8.a GMCT should redefine its strategic vision for the next three to five years. We propose the following: to enable the flourishing of local ecumenism for mission in its many forms. (#5.b above)
8.b GMCT should be intentional about pursuing a different model of ecumenical working as outlined in #2 above.
8.c GMCT should move to a new structure more appropriate to contemporary ecumenism according to the principles outlined in #4 above and the suggestions outlined in #6 above. In particular, a small oversight group of Church Leaders should provide both the driving force behind Churches working together and have the power to oversee the work of GMCT.
8.d We recommend that the Presidents consider how best to organise their meetings (#6.d above).

8.e We recommend that GMCT continues to employ a full time ecumenical officer (#7.g above).

8.f GMCT should review the job description of the EDO,
 taking for a model those currently used in many other Intermediate Bodies in England.
 (cf #7.h above)

8.g In this context, we recommend that GMCT closes its office in St Peter's House and reviews the administrative support offered to the EDO (#7.i, #7.j above and #7.k above).
8.h In the light of these recommendations, the review group trusts that Member Churches – both long-standing and new partners – will support a new-look GMCT with adequate funding (#3.d above).
Mark Ashcroft

Jenny Bond

John Devine

Colin Marsh

Chris Shelley

15 June 2011
� 	The notes of this meeting are Appendix 1. 


� 	Extracts from the minutes and a list of the Review Group are in Appendix 2.


� 	A summary of the survey findings is in Appendix 3.


� 	In common with general practice throughout England, the uppercase 'Church' is used here to designate a larger body than a local congregation. It would be used, for example, to describe bodies like the Church of England or the Methodist Church or a Diocese or District or Synod area. The lowercase 'church' refers more to a building or a congregation in a locality. We are aware that the term 'local church', whether upper or lower case, means 'diocese' for both Anglicans and Catholics, while others use it to refer to a particular congregation. We therefore avoid the term in the interests of clarity and when it is unavoidable to use the term 'local level' we mean precisely that, and do not mean 'diocesan level'.


� 	See � HYPERLINK "http://cte.churchinsight.com/Articles/264357/Churches_Together_in/Resources_Shop/Publications/Reflections.aspx" ��Reflections: How churches view their life and mission�, BCC/CTS, London, 1986. (Click link to download.)


� 	Now an on-going campaign: � HYPERLINK "http://www.hopetogether.org.uk/" �http://www.hopetogether.org.uk/� 


� 	A summary of the survey findings is in Appendix 3.


� 	cf #1 of the 'Report of the Presidents' meeting', appendix 1: Tending the environment means acting like a gardener. The gardener looks for good things and allows them to flourish while being ready to respond when something is needed. He or she looks for things that are dying and weeds them out. The main attention is given to things that will flourish with care but will do so only if carefully nurtured. We need, then, an ecumenical approach which will rejoice when ecumenical activity springs up, however it is started, watches for tender ecumenical plants that need care and digs out the bits of ecumenism that are dying. And from time to time it will plant something new.


� 	cf #3 of Appendix 4 which shows that only eleven of the sixteen member Churches offer GMCT financial support.


� 	The Media City Chaplaincy is possibly a good example of this principle.


� 	This would probably mean paying someone to set up the website, but a content management system would enable easy editing of and uploading to the website. An excellent example of such a website is that of � HYPERLINK "http://www.birminghamchurches.org.uk/" ��Birmingham Churches Together�.


� 	The review group was quite clear that it was beyond its competence to offer detailed advice on these points although it was equally clear about the principles involved. We believe that professional advice should be sought in these matters.


� 	Remit to the review group, see #� REF _Ref295483524 \r \p \h ��1.d� above.


� 	Remit to the review group, see #� REF _Ref295483524 \r \p \h ��1.d� above.


� 	GMTC's constitution is Reference Document A. See #6.b in particular.


� 	Appendix 4 spells out the membership of the Council. Numbers are not entirely clear, but official membership seems to be about 55 people, plus three attendees. The quorum is three members. The online survey revealed that Council members are frustrated about the way Council works. (Appendix 3 contains a summary of the online survey.)


� 	We use the term 'Church Leader' to designate those who have a broad role, such as those named in the GMCT constitution, Reference Document A, #6.c. We are aware that, at a local level, especially for BME led Churches, those with pastoral care of local congregations are sometimes called church leaders but, for clarity, we do not use the term in that sense here.


� 	Remit to the review group, see #� REF _Ref295483524 \r \p \h ��1.d� above.


� See Appendix 5 for information about boundaries, population and local government etc, 


� 	Reference Document B contains a list of LEPs within GMCT.


� 	Source: LEP summary document, Birmingham Churches Together, 2 December 2010.


� 	The current job description and employment documentation is in Reference Document C.


� 	Reference Document D contains the job description and employment documentation for the South Yorkshire Ecumenical Officer who was appointed in the autumn of 2010.


� 	See appendix 5 and cf #� REF _Ref295841868 \w \p �7.f� above.


� 	The current job description and employment documentation is in Reference Document C.


� 	Reference Document D contains the job description and employment documentation for the South Yorkshire Ecumenical Officer who was appointed in the autumn of 2010.
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