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The review report

1. Overview and context

a. NECCT is an Intermediate Body created in June 2001 from the amalgamation of the Durham and Newcastle Church Relations Groups. It is a Charity registered with the Charity Commission and therefore has a constitution approved by the Charity Commission (appendix 1). It works from its Foundation Document (appendix 2), a flexible arrangement because this is easier to change than the constitution. Its neighbouring Intermediate Bodies are Churches Together in Cumbria on the west and North York Moors Churches Together on the south. It is unique in being an Intermediate Body which spans one complete region (see #1.b below).

b. NECCT is co-terminus with HM Government’s definition of a North-East region and includes the counties of Northumberland and Durham, and the urban areas of North and South Tyneside, Newcastle, Gateshead and Sunderland, and of Stockton, Middlesbrough, Darlington, Redcar and Cleveland, and Hartlepool. The total population of the region is 2,515,442 (2001 census), some 4.3% of the total UK population; about 2.4% of the region’s population belongs to the Ethnic Minorities. To the east is the North Sea while to the north and north-west is Scotland.

c. The Member Churches of NECCT
 are:

i The Northern Regional Association of the Baptist Union

ii The Church of England Dioceses of Durham, Newcastle, Ripon & Leeds and York

iii The Northern Counties Confederation of Independent Methodist Churches

iv The Danish Lutheran Congregation in Newcastle upon Tyne

v The Darlington and Newcastle Districts of the Methodist Church

vi The Greek Orthodox Congregation in Newcastle upon Tyne

vii The Darlington and Northumbria Monthly Meetings of the Religious Society of Friends

viii The Roman Catholic Dioceses of Hexham and Newcastle and Middlesbrough

ix The Northern Division of the Salvation Army

x The Northern Synod of the United Reformed Church

d. In terms of boundaries and numbers of churches/congregations, NECCT includes:

i Part of the Northern Baptist Union, recently united with the Independent Methodist Church in the region – 50 churches, increased to 72 by the union.

ii All of the Anglican Diocese of Durham – 260 churches.

iii Most of the Anglican Diocese of Newcastle – 174 parishes (245 churches).

iv Part of the Anglican Diocese of York – 44 buildings.

v Part of the Anglican Diocese of Ripon – about 12 churches.

vi The Methodist District of Newcastle – 190 churches.

vii A good part of the Methodist District of Darlington – 193 churches

viii The Northumberland and Darlington meetings of the Society of Friends.

ix The Roman Catholic Diocese of Hexham and Newcastle – 175 parishes

x Part of the Roman Catholic Diocese of Middlesbrough – 26 parishes

xi Part of the Northern Area of the Salvation Army – 52 churches (corps) and 3 congregations

xii Almost the whole of the Northern Synod of the United Reformed Church – 89 churches.

xiii Independent Churches, about 100 in number.

Each of the above is represented at the Church Leaders’ Meeting and there is some overlap in numbers because some churches are LEPs and belong to two, three or four denominations.

e. There seem to be 108 Churches Together groups and 42 LEPs in the NECCT region.

f. The only organisation which operates under the aegis of this Intermediate Body is Cornerstone, a mission Local Ecumenical Partnership.

g. NECCT has a Theological Consultancy with a paid consultant, Colin Carr; a Mission Fund which gives grants to new mission projects; and has recently set up a Domestic Violence Project.

h. NECCT relates closely to the Churches Regional Commission and is in the process of amalgamating with that body.

i. NECCT is unique among English Intermediate Bodies in being well-resourced in terms of Denominational Ecumenical Officer (DEO) time. Four of the DEOs are half-time – the equivalent of two full-time posts. There are also at least ten other properly appointed DEOs who also give a great deal of time to the team.

The DEOs have a commitment to working collaboratively and meet regularly, including one overnight meeting, sometimes with an outside facilitator. They have felt the lack of an ecumenically appointed Ecumenical Officer (what is referred to elsewhere as a County Ecumenical Officer – CEO) and some time ago were beginning to ask that one be appointed. However, on consideration, they decided that, should this happen, it was likely that the Churches would reduce the salary/time provision for DEO posts and they felt that, overall, ecumenical work in the NECCT area would suffer. The NECCT Churches have, therefore, made a clear commitment to maintain the existing level of ecumenical provision and the DEOs have agreed to carry out the CEO duties collaboratively. At present this is working efficiently, effectively and superbly.

One of the DEOs is designated Ecumenical Facilitator, part of the role being to act as liaison with Churches Together in England. The Ecumenical Officers take it in turns to attend the annual consultation of County and National Ecumenical Officers.

It cannot be stressed too strongly, however, that this model is dependent on DEOs who are part-time and who can give a significant amount of that time to work which is normally the province of a CEO.

j. The basic structure of NECCT is as follows:

i The Forum meets twice a year and theoretically provides the focus for NECCT commitment and activity. Its membership is open to Church Leaders of its Member Churches (see #1.c above), together with other denominational representatives whose numbers are determined by their roll. Membership is also given to a Churches Together group representative from each of the Local Areas (see #1.j.iii below), to those who represent the region on the Forum of Churches Together in England and on the Assembly of Churches Together in Britain and Ireland, to the Theological Consultancy and to the Churches Regional Commission. The Secretary and the Treasurer are also members of the Forum.

ii NECCT is managed and supervised by the Executive Committee, which meets quarterly, reporting to the Regional Forum on all matters of prime policy and corporate concern. The Executive Committee is headed by the Moderator, Major Mervin Baker, local Divisional Commander of the Salvation Army, assisted by the Deputy Moderator, Nina Gwilliam from the Darlington Meeting of the Society of Friends.

iii The NECCT region has been divided into twelve Local Areas (corresponding to Local Authorities) and each has a named DEO to be the ‘contact person’ for Churches Together groups and LEPs. An annual meeting is organised when the elected Churches Together group representative in each of the twelve Local Areas is invited to meet to share and receive information. One of the twelve representatives attends the meeting of the Local Ecumenism Group (see #1.j.iv below).

iv There is a Local Ecumenism Group (LEG) which consists of the Denominational Ecumenical Officers and a Church Leader who acts as Convenor and Chair. This group takes responsibility for LEP reviews and acts as Sponsoring Body. (Most LEP constitutions simply state that the Sponsoring Body is NECCT.) The LEG has produced guidelines and information documents about how it operates.

v The Denominational Ecumenical Officers also meet regularly as a group as do the Church Leaders.

2. Remit and methodology of the review

a. Timescale
The 27 March 2004 NECCT Executive meeting noted that:

Paragraph L of the Foundation Document (appendix 2) states that NECCT shall be reviewed, with reference to its Aims and Functions, three years after its date of inauguration … by a Review team appointed by the Executive. This makes three things clear:

i
NECCT shall be reviewed in relation to its Aims and Functions/Objectives.

ii
The three years will be completed by June 2004.

iii
It is the Executive which appoints the Review Team.

It was agreed that the Review would begin at the Forum held in November 2004 and a final report would be presented to the Forum in May 2005, with meetings of the Executive being kept informed of progress.
It is clear, therefore, that this was a routine review, not one set up in response to a problem.

In the course of its work the review group experienced some communication problems which resulted in some confusion about to whom we should present our final report. Until our meeting on 5 May 2005, we were under the impression that we should present it to the 9 June 2005 Executive meeting, finalising it after a detailed presentation of our findings to the May Forum. It was then, however, too late to alter our timetable.

b. Composition of the review group

The review group was set up in the summer of 2004 consisting of:

i Dave Herbert (Convenor), a URC minister serving two rural congregations in north Northumberland, and researching rural mission.

ii Jenny Bond, Churches Together in England's Field Officer for the North and Midlands

iii Julia Firbank, a lay leader, Eucharistic Minister and the Ecumenical Link for St Aidan's RC church, Benton. She is a member of Hexham and Newcastle Diocesan Council of Laity and before her retirement was Head of English at St Thomas More School, Blaydon.

iv Brian Hails, a retired Anglican priest, formerly working in Northumbria Industrial Mission and former Chair of the Board for Social Responsibility of the Durham diocese.

v David Hasson, a Methodist minister with five rural churches and secretary of two Churches Together Groups.

The review group was served by Malcolm Porter, formerly Secretary to NECCT, whose role was to support the group and provide information about NECCT as requested.

c. Methodology

i The review group met five
 times between October 2004 and May 2005.

ii We agreed that our aim was to listen to those in the NECCT area, to reflect on what they said and to offer some reflections of our own, some questions and some recommendations.

iii We therefore wrote to a selection of Churches Together groups and Local Ecumenical Partnerships (LEPs), to the Ecumenical Officers and to the Church Leaders, asking for written submissions.
 We
 attended the Forum twice, in November 2004 and May 2005, the first time to ask for reflections on NECCT. From this we gleaned written feedback from the discussion and we also invited Forum members to offer further written submissions if they wished. We attended a meeting of the Executive, of the Ecumenical Officers and of the Church Leaders, on each occasion being warmly welcomed.

iv We presented our findings to the May 2005 Forum and met afterwards to finalise our report in the light of the Forum meeting. This final draft is now presented to the NECCT Executive and two of our members will meet with them on 9 June to speak to it and reply to questions.

v Each section of the report beings with quotations from the written feedback (see #2.c.iii above) or from meetings we attended, followed by observations and recommendations.

Review findings

3. Introductory comments
'I believe NECCT has made a good commencement, but now needs to review its direction and focus for the coming years. There have been a number of achievements as ecumenical officers in particular have attempted to address issues within their particular area. I do have concern that we have lost the drive which was first apparent, and certainly the interest of a number of members of the supportive churches. However, the review through its debate could enable a new dynamic and fully focused programme to come into being, and this could only prove helpful . . .'

'. . . NECCT has been the cooper’s rings on the barrel of ecumenism . . .'

a. Our report is grounded in what we hear people saying, from very many different perspectives. It is therefore a very wide-ranging body of reflection, and covers a full spectrum of assessments from alienation and disillusion through to satisfaction and profound appreciation.

b. For the purposes of this draft review, recommendations come after a distillation of recurring reflections, observations, and patterns in the letters received, and meetings attended. Each section deals with a particular facet of NECCT.

c. Since the Review Group was convened, there have been significant developments regarding The Churches’ Regional Commission (NE) and its organic union with NECCT. The review therefore takes these developments into its consideration.

4. Churches Together Groups

'. . . It is therefore possible that Churches Together groups exist with whom NECCT has little communication. Indeed one has even been known to exist for four years before becoming known to NECCT . . .'

a. Many Churches Together groups feel that NECCT has little bearing on ecumenism in their locality. NECCT has an unknown agenda, is somewhere ‘out there’, and what is worse, a drain on meagre local resources. This drives at worst a wedge between ecumenical activity at local and regional levels. There is a sense of ‘them’ and ‘us’, of hostility and resentment. Ecumenical groups who feel to be ‘not part of’ something ecumenical. This is not good.

b. Add to this dynamic the fact that NECCT’s relevance is not as widely appreciated in some areas at a local Churches Together group level as others, eg Northumberland, Durham, and Teesside/North Yorkshire for a variety of reasons. It then becomes problematic when Churches Together groups are asked to relate to an organisation whose regional agenda does not and cannot equate with their local agenda. But before NECCT indulges in any breast beating on its part, it is unrealistic to expect the agendas of local Churches Together groups to mirror regional agendas, although there are obviously overlaps and common purposes at work. Do Churches Together groups need to know the ins and outs of NECCT?

c. For many, NECCT has a low profile, and is often only mentioned in relation to the donation requested from Churches Together groups: thus encouraging the question – well what do we get for our money? The perceived answer all too often: not a lot! The rate of contribution for 2005 remains at £3.00 per member church
, which it has been for a long time. Because of the donations requested from local Churches Together groups, rightly or wrongly there is a sense of membership – of being ‘in’, or ‘out’, paid up or unco-operative. Although the review group recognises the significant portion of NECCT’s income involved here, if the contributions are generating so much at best wrong-thinking and at worst, ill-will, then is it worth it?

d. We also question the ecclesiology of asking for subscriptions. Is it not true that wherever churches are working together in the North-East, then this is NECCT? And if the Churches are members of NECCT, then so are their local congregations? It follows that all ideas of 'them and us' are false impressions, nurtured by factors such as Churches Together groups being asked to contribute about £1500 to NECCT funds, and, indeed, by the membership nature of the Forum, etc.

e. When certain NECCT resources are brought to the attention of Churches Together groups, the appreciation and perceived usefulness of NECCT increases quickly and substantially, eg the recent video, ‘New Challenges, New Ways’, arising out of the Northumberland Consultations. We welcome the suggestion of the Ecumenical Officers that they produce and make widely available a list of what NECCT offers.
f. One comment was: 'The greater part of our local Churches Together groups in the North East are really unreconstructed Councils of Churches with a pattern of representatives meeting and planning, but no real engagement between the congregational decision-making bodies involved in mission strategy and the prioritising and deployment of resources. This is largely true of NECCT.'

g. To sum up, the issues surrounding a sense of distance between Churches Together groups and NECCT which leads to hostility regarding funding, the need for more information regarding just how much Churches Together groups can access through the good services of NECCT and DEOs and through organs such as the newsletter (see section on Communications, #12 below), lead us to make the following recommendations.

h. Recommendations

i NECCT should cease to ask for financial contributions from Churches Together groups, with the consequent shortfall met by increased direct giving from the Member Churches at regional level
. We hear the argument that financial contributions bring with them a sense of ownership but the experience of the review was that they brought only hostility. We also recognise that since Independent and House Churches do not, of their nature, organise themselves centrally, their contributions will continue to come directly from their congregations.

ii Consider adding some graffiti to 'North East Christian Churches Together' whenever it is typed as a title, inserting working, in manuscript, before together in an attempt to emphasise that NECCT is a dynamic process and any instance of churches working together and sharing life together is NECCT in action.
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5. The Forum

'. . . There is a mistake that many people fall into of thinking that NECCT is solely the Forum . . .'

'. . . Focusing on issues that would directly affect local churches and with major speakers booked far ahead might help the process, especially if these meetings were open to all and not just to elected people who in reality represent no one in particular . . .'

a. The Forum occasions overwhelming concern about its purpose and performance. It is clear that members are voting with their feet: minutes reveal that on average only about 50% of the possible representatives attend. Church Leaders too acknowledge their lack of attendance at Forums.

b. The first quote above reflects the Forum's relatively high NECCT profile. Dissatisfaction with it therefore has a disproportionate impact on how NECCT itself is perceived. Basically, the Forum in its present form is unattractive, poorly attended and, therefore, does not work well.

c. Feedback on the Forum revealed, too, some messy ecumenical boundary issues, eg the South-East corner of NECCT around Teesside/North Yorkshire, where NECCT is perceived to have a Tyneside focus.

d. The Forum is supposed to set its own agenda and make all the major decisions regarding NECCT. In practice, however, two or three Executive members set the Forum agenda, which seems to be more opportunistic than strategic and do not seem to 'scratch where it itches'.

e. Concerns were also raised with the review group about how well the Forum is able to be a decision-making body. Given the low level of attendance and the fact that Forum members do not necessarily have the political/moral authority within their denominations to make decisions, the review group notes that the Forum works extremely badly as a decision-making body and considers it unrealistic to expect it to be one.

f. As we reflected upon the Forum as a review group, we noted NECCT's very successful past consultations and ‘gatherings’ in relation to specific issues, eg the Northumberland Consultation, the Gateshead Gathering regarding Ecumenical Cluster Groups and the 2003 Ecumenical Synod. We reflected that NECCT would have been in a unique position to call together earlier this year all those in the North East Churches concerned with the MakePovertyHistory campaign, so that organisers and participants could have planned together for the G8 summit this summer.

g. If NECCT moves towards this type of 'Gathering' or 'Assembly', it follows that people would normally participate on the basis of interest or theme and not because they are delegates to or members of a Forum. The review group considers that this would be a liberating move, allowing the Forum to respond to the real needs of the Church in the North East and becoming an attractive and purposeful meeting with high-class speakers. We do not think it would matter that different people would attend different Forums, depending on the themes.

h. The exciting proposal in front of the 21 May 2005 Forum meeting for the forthcoming November Forum is an example of what we are suggesting
. The question of the response of the North East Churches to regeneration and new housing areas is alive and crucial. But are the present members of the Forum those who should be debating the issue? Surely those present should (also) be the people living and ministering in these areas, together with the movers and shakers in each of the Churches with regard to this topic? A Forum without them would simply be a talk-shop, missing the mark.

i. If the Forum becomes more issues-based and more inclusive, the boundary issue (see #5.c above) may become less significant. It is important that people living in Teesside feel more part of NECCT.

j. This new model could move the Forum on from a failing, ineffective, and unpopular body into a Gathering which could catch people’s imaginations. Such Gatherings would be about the spirit, heart and head, occasions to which people are warmly invited to discover the resources relevant to their needs and concerns. The new model would maintain the Forum’s purpose of communication and wider involvement. It may help to reduce the perceived gap between the local and regional agendas, ie the gap between Churches Together groups and NECCT.

k. We appreciate that there will be concerns about the lack of representation should the Forum move to this new model. We consider, however, that this issue should be addressed in the context of the NECCT Executive which is where decision-making happens and, we believe, decision-making should happen. (See #6 below.)

l. Recommendations

i The review group recommends a reassessment of the purpose, format and frequency of the Forum and urges flexibility in whatever is decided.

ii Its name should be changed from 'Forum' to something more inclusive and attractive.

iii The membership or delegate element should be removed from the Forum and attention be given instead to the membership of the Executive (cf #6.d.ii below).

6. The NECCT Executive

a. The Executive Meeting attended by members of the review group was well-attended, and had a healthy dynamic. It did appear to be setting the agenda for the Forum, although the Foundation Document states it should be the reverse. The review group feels that it is entirely appropriate that the agenda is set by the Executive, since the Foundation Document’s expectations of the Forum’s ability to lead in this respect is unrealistic.
b. The meeting we attended was all male, with the exception of one woman. The imbalance between the sexes of this meeting means they need to be reminded about the balance required by B1:8 in the Foundation Document.
c. It had a good overview of all of NECCT’s manifestations, and demonstrated a capacity to engage in theological debate and explore varying understandings of ‘mission’ without rancour. People seemed able and comfortable contributing.

d. Recommendations
i The Foundation Document needs to change its current unrealistic expectations for the Forum to lead the Executive.

ii NECCT should accept that the Executive is the decision-making body. From this follows the need to amend its balance and the size so it has sufficient representation without becoming too large to work effectively.

7. The Church Leaders’ Meeting

'. . . We are a leadership group which does not allow itself to lead . . .'

a. Church Leaders speak warmly of this meeting, which a significant majority attend. They appreciate the mutual support, the welcome offered to new people, the strong sense of fellowship. The meetings include shared prayer, meals and networking which they value highly. Together, they muster a ‘good sweep’ of the region.

b. Church Leaders acknowledge that their agenda is too large for just three hours twice a year, and spoke of the need to do more theological reflection together. We welcome this. We suggest that it could sometimes be done with their Ecumenical Officers too, thereby nurturing a deepening sense of co-operation between the Ecumenical Officers and Church Leaders.

c. Denominational responsibilities seem to overload Church Leaders, leaving little space for shared work. Some Church Leaders’ activities (church visits, launches of projects, joint letters etc) are particularly valued as a sign of the Churches’ commitment to one another.

d. In their discussion with us, the Church Leaders were very positive about their joint visits to local communities and indicated their desire to make more such visits. They decided that, in future, these should be planned through Churches Together groups rather than through one local church. We welcome this affirmation of Churches Together groups and, we hope, of LEPs, and suggest that in all local visits, together and separately, Church Leaders ask what is being done ecumenically. We suggest too, that in planning local visits it would be helpful to involve the Ecumenical Officers as well. This would improve the relationship between the two groups which seems to be more tenuous than it should be.

e. Church Leaders spoke of the way they tried to avoid their meeting taking on an executive role for NECCT. No conclusion was reached, but there was ambivalence about being 'a leadership group which does not allow itself to lead'. We found it fascinating that when we met the Ecumenical Officers, they spoke of their frustration with the Church Leaders precisely because they don't lead!

f. Recommendations

i We think Church Leaders should stop being diffident and lead, even if this is complicated vis-à-vis the Executive. If relationships are good, then no major problems should arise.

ii One relationship which needs work is that between the Church Leaders and their Ecumenical Officers. We suggest more contact between the two groups, as groups and individually. There may be scope for better communication, occasional shared theological reflection, etc. We also suggest the possibility of simultaneous but separate meetings with a shared lunch and liturgy.

8. The Denominational Ecumenical Officers’ Group

'. . . The partnership enabling group has been attended regularly by … the local Methodist EO … (who) has handled links with NECCT and very helpfully advised and arranged documentation for us both prior to and subsequent to the signing of the Statement of Intent … With hindsight I think we have not fully appreciated the role of the Ecumenical Officer who has supported us excellently in doing this work in effect as NECCT. For our part we have also fallen down on our commitment to submit written Annual Reports to NECCT but have now arranged for this to be done . . .' 

a. A group which is very dedicated and hard working, energised and sharply focused, but struggling with the sheer mass of material and places and situations, trying to attend to the ‘nuts and bolts stuff’.

b. NECCT is very dependent on the continued commitment of each Church constituency to the appointment and support of Denominational Ecumenical Officers with identified time for the job, and appropriate equipment and expenses funding. DEOs have agreed to work together as a team and share responsibilities. (See #1.h above).

c. Significantly, although every LEP has an allocated DEO to keep in touch and have oversight and each Churches Together group is located within a Local Area served by a DEO, nevertheless, contact with local LEPs and Churches Together groups are patchy because of the reality of lack of time. DEOs are usually in reactive, rather than proactive mode which makes it even more important for LEPs and Churches Together groups to know who is their designated DEO, for support and resource. It is comparatively easy when there is an overarching Churches Together group, eg in South Tyneside and Sunderland, but impossible to keep in touch with Churches Together groups in the Counties of Durham and Northumberland, where there is no similar structure.

d. Ecumenical officers need to have access into the strategic planning and decision-making bodies of their Churches. 

e. There are concerns regarding the setting up and handling of LEP reviews: 'reviews are delayed or hardly happen'. NECCT – Church Leaders, the Executive, the Local Ecumenism Group – needs a clear strategy to ensure that this problem is addressed. Perhaps recruiting more volunteers to help with LEP reviews may enable them to be proactive rather than reactive. We urge a search for volunteers outside 'the ecumenical box', looking to those with counselling and spiritual direction skills for example.

f. Recommendations

i We ask Church Leaders reaffirm their commitment to the existing level of denominational resourcing and to defend that funding wherever and whenever it is challenged.

ii We ask, too, that Church Leaders improve their relationship with their DEOs.

iii The review group notes that several long-serving DEOs will come to the end of their term of office over the coming three years. An attempt to phase such changes in what has become a very effective team would be key to sustaining the high quality work presently undertaken. Church Leaders need to be mindful of the cohesiveness of the DEO team, and appoint team players when vacancies arise. During such replacement interviews it would be helpful if there was ecumenical representation.

9. Theological Consultancy

a. The Theological Consultancy has both valued and been valued by NECCT. All the feedback to the review group is uniformly positive and affirming. The Theological Consultant has facilitated theological reflection and nurtured deeper thinking and shared spirituality. He has found NECCT to be a body he can be part of, and share a sense of belonging with.

b. Theological reflection has been well promoted and appreciated. The theological Consultant is a resource for regional groups (ecumenical and denominational) and has offered interesting and challenging theological reflection at NECCT Forums, the Ecumenical Officers’ Group, NECCT, the North East Ecumenical Women’s Group and the Diocese of Hexham and Newcastle support session for ecumenical contacts. The Theological Consultancy publicises and promotes a variety of Lent courses and convenes a small group to road test the CTBI bi-annual Lent course.

c. Recommendations
i Affirm the ministry exercised by the theological consultant, and urge the continuation of this resource across the North East.

ii The review encourages the Theological Consultant in his desire to work with sector ministries (such as Tees Valley Ministry and Northumbria Industrial Mission) and with people of other faiths.

10. The Churches Regional Commission in the North East (CRCNE)

'. . . The hope of closer relationships with the Regional Commission (CRCNE) is good news – although it needs to be said that there has been good co-operation all along . . .'

a. As this review began, it became apparent that moves towards the CRCNE and NECCT becoming one organisation were well underway. No-one involved in ecumenism in the North East would be surprised, since the two organisations have worked increasingly closer together over the past three years. Agencies in the region seeking to liaise with faith communities have often been perplexed and even confused by the fact that the Churches in the North East have constituted two parallel regional bodies. This confusion is also shared by those within local churches. In November 2004 the Forum mandated a working party to continue researching how the CRCNE might become an agency of NECCT, there being a sense of urgency about such a conflation of interests. It was realised this would provide NECCT with a readymade network of contact with regional bodies and CRCNE with a network of contacts with local churches and communities. This would greatly enhance mutual operation and give a sense of ownership of the CRCNE agenda and activity within local Churches Together groups and congregations and enhance their participation in identifying appropriate tasks for ongoing NECCT/CRCNE work.

b. The CRCNE has been the agency through which most joint responses to the needs of society and making approaches to secular authorities has been made. The meeting of social responsibility/church and society officers has been a valuable way of enabling joint responses, and has initiated some excellent activities; eg Kingdom Tours and producing material combating xenophobic attitudes to people seeking asylum, encouraging local churches to welcome and support such people within their own communities. Tees Valley Ministry (industrial mission) is now part of CRCNE, as is the Tees Valley Faith Communities Regeneration Group, both of these and the EarthCare Group receive administrative support from CRCNE. All of these groups have been active and fruitful.

c. A comprehensive note of CRCNE’s role and activities in promoting social action amongst faith communities can be seen on the joint NECCT/CRCNE website
. On 19 March 2005, whilst this report was being prepared, the NECCT Executive agreed that CRCNE should become an Agency of NECCT; the CRCNE Council had already agreed, and the NECCT Foundation Document was duly amended. People feel that CRCNE and NECCT becoming formally part of the same structure will bring a clearer focus and greater energy.

d. Recommendations

i That NECCT and CRCNE continue to develop their ‘partnership’ into a ‘merger’, thus fulfilling the original hope that all ecumenical work in the region should be fully co-ordinated through a single body – Northeastchurches.

11. Other Bodies and Networks in Association

'. . . NECCT is a many headed beast. It embraces the work of a wide range of groupings and they all have their own agendas . . .'
a. Some of the regional Bodies in Association and Networks carry out significant activity, but they may not understand themselves as contributing to NECCT (or indeed being aware that NECCT exists). They come together out of interest, to do work to which they are committed; eg North East Prayer Guides (an ecumenical group) offering support for individuals and for individual church and ecumenical groups who want to develop their prayer life. The North East Ecumenical Women’s Group organises an annual day of reflection, have held training sessions about domestic violence, and are planning a regional conference in partnership with the Child Protection Officers’ Group. There is a quarterly Education and Training with Reference to Sacraments of Initiation Group, that has been meeting since 1999. Additionally there are co-ordinating groups of people appointed by churches to undertake particular work, for example a group for people responsible for adult education.

b. We were informed that feedback from the members of these groups was reported to a NECCT Executive in 2002, which gave a number of pointers about possible ways forward, but to date only limited action has been taken because of insufficient time to chase up suggestions.

c. Recommendations

i To pursue the possible ways forward suggested to the NECCT Executive in 2002. One possibility would be to have an ‘Assembly’ or ‘Gathering’ for them at appropriate intervals.

12. Communication

'. . . I am fairly amazed at the extent to which NECCT has achieved ‘brand recognition’ over the past three years. Of course, there are plenty of people who will say ‘never heard of it’ but then they said that of the old Newcastle Church Relations Group after far more years than three. I think we have done surprisingly well at getting the idea accepted that the churches of the whole NE region seek to work together in one ecumenical instrument . . .'
a. Communication is at the heart of NECCT’s work. Two vehicles for communication are NECCT’s newsletter and the new website. Although the newsletter (‘NECCT News’) is well produced and made widely available, it is not made the most of at a local level. However, without the newsletter, the profile of NECCT would be virtually non-existent in some Church arenas. In order to maintain a sense of balance it must also be stated that for some networks, NECCT is quite well known through the Forum and ‘NECCT News’. Awareness is patchy: high at a ‘diocesan’ level; low at local Churches Together level.

b. The newsletter, ‘NECCT News’, could continue to be circulated as hard copy, but with the option of email and also available on the website. This could save production costs, postage and time, and raise its profile and accessibility. NECCT News could be included in denominational mailings.
c. The website is a very good resource, and could be built upon and further promoted. It could be helpful to have hyperlinks between the NECCT website and regional denominational websites. It is important that proper training is made available to those responsible for constantly updating the website.

d. Recommendation
i We suggest that the newsletter be circulated by e-mail and made available on the web in addition to the current hard-copy circulation.

ii The potential of the website be further exploited.

iii A suitably-qualified working party should be set up to look at the whole area of communication within NECCT.

13. Final comment
As we have reflected upon NECCT these months, we have become energised and hopeful about its future. Yes, there are improvements which can be made but, surely, that comes as no surprise. Overall NECCT is a very impressive achievement, playing its part in the building of God's Kingdom here in the North East.

The final words of this report are those of one of the Church Leaders with whom we met. He said something like this:

NECCT is about the Churches growing together. We've come a long way and there is further to go. That's fine. Let NECCT grow and let's live with the confusions and the contradictions in the meantime. It's like a garden. There's a time to let the plants grow and a time to tidy and streamline, to prune the bushes into the size and shape which gives room for all the plants to flourish and for the garden to be seen in all its perfection. That time is not quite yet. We must tend our garden assiduously and be patient.

23 May 2005

Summary of the recommendations

1. NECCT should cease to ask for financial contributions from Churches Together groups, with the consequent shortfall met by increased direct giving from the Member Churches at regional level
. We hear the argument that financial contributions bring with them a sense of ownership but the experience of the review was that they brought only hostility. We also recognise that since Independent and House Churches do not, of their nature, organise themselves centrally, their contributions will continue to come directly from their congregations. (#4.h.i above)

2. Consider adding some graffiti to 'North East Christian Churches Together' whenever it is typed as a title, inserting working, in manuscript, before together in an attempt to emphasise that NECCT is a dynamic process and any instance of churches working together and sharing life together is NECCT in action. (#5.l.i above)

3. The review group recommends a reassessment of the purpose, format and frequency of the Forum and urges flexibility in whatever is decided. (#5.l.ii above)

4. Its name should be changed from 'Forum' to something more inclusive and attractive. (#5.l.ii above)

5. The membership or delegate element should be removed from the Forum and attention be given instead to the membership of the Executive. (#5.l.iii above)

6. The Foundation Document needs to change its current unrealistic expectations for the Forum to lead the Executive. (#6.d.i above)

7. NECCT should accept that the Executive is the decision-making body. From this follows the need to amend its balance and the size so it has sufficient representation without becoming too large to work effectively. (#6.d.ii above)

8. We think Church Leaders should stop being diffident and lead, even if this is complicated vis-à-vis the Executive. If relationships are good, then no major problems should arise. (#7.f.i above)

9. One relationship which needs work is that between the Church Leaders and their Ecumenical Officers. We suggest more contact between the two groups, as groups and individually. There may be scope for better communication, occasional shared theological reflection, etc. We also suggest the possibility of simultaneous but separate meetings with a shared lunch and liturgy. (#7.f.ii above)

10. We ask Church Leaders reaffirm their commitment to the existing level of denominational resourcing and to defend that funding wherever and whenever it is challenged. (#8.f.i above)

11. We ask, too, that Church Leaders improve their relationship with their DEOs. (#8.f.ii above)

12. The review group notes that several long-serving DEOs will come to the end of their term of office over the coming three years. An attempt to phase such changes in what has become a very effective team would be key to sustaining the high quality work presently undertaken. Church Leaders need to be mindful of the cohesiveness of the DEO team, and appoint team players when vacancies arise. During such replacement interviews it would be helpful if there was ecumenical representation. (#8.f.iii above)

13. Affirm the ministry exercised by the theological consultant, and urge the continuation of this resource across the North East. (#9.i above)

14. The review encourages the Theological Consultant in his desire to work with sector ministries (such as Tees Valley Ministry and Northumbria Industrial Mission) and with people of other faiths. (#9.ii above)

15. That NECCT and CRCNE continue to develop their ‘partnership’ into a ‘merger’, thus fulfilling the original hope that all ecumenical work in the region should be fully co-ordinated through a single body – Northeastchurches. (#10.d.i above)

16. To pursue the possible ways forward suggested to the NECCT Executive in 2002. One possibility would be to have an ‘Assembly’ or ‘Gathering’ for them at appropriate intervals. (#11.c.i above)
17. We suggest that the newsletter be circulated by e-mail and made available on the web in addition to the current hard-copy circulation. (#12.d.i above)
18. The potential of the website be further exploited. (#12.d.ii above)
19. A suitably-qualified working party should be set up to look at the whole area of communication within NECCT. (#12.d.iii above)
















� 	The factual information in this section was provided by NECCT.


� 	See Foundation Document (Appendix 2) page 1, Statement of Commitment


� 	Information based on the address labels we were given to work from.


� 	The Moderator and Deputy Moderator changed on 21 May 2005 but as the information in this paragraph was accurate during most of the review, we have not updated it.


� 	The numbering does not follow that of the minutes (which used a, b, c) for ease of reference in this report.


� 	15 October 2004, 3 February 2005, 16 March 2005, 5 May 2005, 21 May 2005.


� 	We wrote to 13 Churches Together groups, to all 42 LEPs, to all the Ecumenical Officers and to all the Church Leaders. See appendix 3  for the text. We received 7 responses from Churches Together groups/LEPs, 3 from DEOs and 4 from Church Leaders. 


� 	Not all members of the review group attended all these meetings. For the most part, we visited in pairs.


� 	ie, local congregation


� 	ie, at diocesan, district, synod etc level 


� 	For example, a Forum could be aimed at Churches Together groups, much as the very successful Churches Together in England Gathering did in 2004. A spirituality theme, organised with those working in that field in the North East, would gather together those interested in spirituality. Similarly themes based on Church and Society issues or Education would need to bring together the movers and shakers in those areas within the Churches of the North East.


� 	Attached as appendix 4.


� 	It takes two to Tango!


� 	� HYPERLINK "http://www.norteastchurches.org.uk" ��www.norteastchurches.org.uk�





� 	ie, at diocesan, district, synod etc level 
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