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CHURCH LEADERS’ COVENANTS/DECLARATIONS

Hugh Cross’ Report for Churches Together in England’s Group for Local Unity October 1996

Introduction :  At its meeting on 18 October 1995, under the heading “Ecumenism as second nature”, a discussion took place on Church Leaders’ Covenants.  The upshot was the “Jenny Carpenter wsas asked to write a brief to take to the meetings of County Ecumenical Officers to be held shortly to see if anyone was prepared to explore -

1. What Church leaders’ Covenants/Declarations are in existence?

2. How far do they represent a personal commitment and how far do they have the formal endorsement of the leader’s denominational constituency?  How does a successor in post take on a similar level of commitment?

3. What fruit have they borne?  Where are they leading?

4. What lessons can be learned?”

I offered to do the work once I had retired at the end of 1995.  The following is offered for GLU’s further consideration of the topic.  I am willing to follow up any further lines the Group may want explored.

1. Questionnaires were posted to all County Ecumenical Officers or their equivalents in February 1996.  46 replies were received.

2. From the replies I have been able to elicit the fact that 21 intermediate bodies have church leaders’ covenants.  19 are personal to the church leaders concerned, although they usually contain a phrase inviting the churches’ support.  Two of the covenants are part of denominationally corporate commitments.  That means that the commitment has been made by formal denominational decision, the church leaders signing on that authority.

3. 25 intermediate bodies have no church leaders’ covenant, although six have a declaration of commitment, and two of these are personal to the church leaders concerned.

4. Those are the facts.   They do not, however, provide the last word.  Several of the responses have made the point that discussions are currently taking place or will soon take place with a view to deciding whether or not to enter into a covenant.  In other instances it is said that whether or not there is a covenant between the church leaders, they work closely together, and some ask what difference it would make if they had a covenant.  Sometimes the lack of any covenant between the leaders is occasioned by the constitutional arrangements put in place at the beginning.  Changes of constitution seem to be opening the way for the leadership to enter into a formal covenant relationship.

5. Some groups of church leaders have set their corporate face against such a move.  From Dorset comes the remark “Is Dorset unique in having no church leaders based/living here?  Plymouth, Southampton, Salisbury are a long way apart for close relationships to develop!”  It highlights the fact that often it is ecclesiastical boundaries that are the challenge to the making of a covenant, and in this sense Dorset is not unique.  In one case there is one church leader who has said that he does not see the point in having a covenant, and this appears to be indicative of his general approach to ecumenical particpation.  Perhaps when he vacates his post, things will change.

6. 12 intermediate bodies provide for new church leaders to sign the covenant, and eight of these do so in a public act of worship.  When asked if this signing signified the making of a new covenant or the start of a new phase of the old covenant, only one responded that it was a new covenant.  My personal view is that when a new participant joins, the covenant becomes a new covenant because the participants have changed, in the same way that this is true of a team ministry.  In Essex and Barking Area the Church Leaders’ Covenant is renewed annually, but as far as I have been able to find out , this is true nowhere else.  In some cases commitment is taken as read, i.e. the first signatory for a denomination thus committed his/her (usually his) successor to the covenant.

In a letter responding to my interim report, Jenny Carpenter made the following excellent point :-

“It is interesting that in some cases a commitment to the covenant is made at the denominational induction of the new church leader …..  but more usually at some appropriate gathering of the intermediate body itself.  If we mirror the guidelines (almost published) for services of induction of new ministers to an LEP, there is a logic in having a formal ecumenical commitment in the context of the induction.  This would require all church leaders with whom a new church leader is to be in Covenant to be present at the service, wouldn’t it?”

Another significant point is made by Simon Oxley, formerly County Ecumenical Officer for Greater Manchester.  He wrote -

“…. Another factor which reoccurs when the question of a Church Leaders’ Covenant crops up is the fact that church leaders are the servants of churches which are seriously committed to each other through CTE.  This means that a church leader would have to opt out of their church’s ecumenical commitment, not opt in, i.e. the commitment of church leaders to working together should be seen to be a given rather than something to be chosen.”

If Simon is right, as I judge he is, could not a challenge be issued to the churches to give formal backing to those church leaders’ covenants which are described as personal?  The churches nationally have committed themselves to the Churches Together in England proposals.  The church leadership has taken this seriously.  In LEPs and local churches together groupings commitment have been made.  Now let the churches at the intermediate level consider the implications for their area of mission.

7. The covenants vary in the degree of commitment made, as one would expect.  Some are more wordy than others, and some are vague enough to allow for variety of interpretation as to their meaning or level of commitment.  There appears now to be some element of borrowing, which may produce a standard covenant in time.  The best wording so far, in my judgement, has been produced in the Gloucestershire Ecumenical Council, which the Presidents of the Birmingham Council of Christian Churches are considering for their own use.  If there is to be standardisation, the Gloucestershire covenant has much to offer, speaking as it does of encouraging local co-operation of all kinds, sharing of resources, decision-making, pastoral care and appointments of ministers and clergy, as well as joint action “whenever new issues demand a response from our churches locally and regionally”.  (See APPENDIX.)

8. Expectations present in the making of the commitment vary, too.  In some cases the respondent has replied that they have been unable to discover the answer.  In a number of cases it is said that one primary reason for making a covenant between the church leaders publicly is to encourage the churches to follow suit in their own localities and in their own way.  Sometimes the covenant itself testifies to limited expectations.  It may be that where there is no covenant it is because there has been uncertainty or a failure to agree on what to expect from such a commitment.  Some covenants appear to provide for mutual encouragement and support for the leaders themselves, while others are couched in broader terms.  Some include a demand for regular attendance at meetings, but I wonder if that is a satisfactory clause to include in a covenant.  Surely part of the commitment is to meet one’s fellow church leaders on a regular basis.  Some are new and still being ‘run in’, while others have been made on the basis of established, long experience, and may be ready for a review and a possible ‘face-lift’!

9. For the most part the participants include Anglican, Baptist, Methodist, Roman Catholic and United Reformed signatories, with quite a number including Quaker and Salvation Army representatives.  In some cases there are representatives of the Afro-Caribbean churches and of Orthodox.  The point is made in some responses that some participants have difficulty with the concept of church ‘leadership’ which is foreign to their church’s polity.

10. As a further exercise I sent personal letters to the church leaders involved in two covenants, one made in May 1996, the other much longer ago.  I have not had responses from all to whom I wrote; it was, after all mid summer and holidays were on the horizon.  I am grateful to those who did respond in time for this report to be written.  I wrote -

“Where I need your help is in telling me how you perceive the covenant or declaration which stands in your name, what you expect from the commitment, and, in the case of the longer standing commitment, whether or not there have been results you have been able to identify, and your reflection on those results.  Has the covenant made any difference ecumenically?  Has the covenant made any significant difference to you personally and to your diocese/district/province/area?”

Here are some quotes -

A. (URC Provincial Moderator) “There is a symbolic importance ….  In that it offers a sign to our churches …. Of the seriousness with which we view the ecumenical process…. At a personal level its importance goes deeper ….  A continuing conversation in which we get to know each other as people rather than functionaries and so introduces important human relationships.  It is however time consuming and it might be argued that some of us give time to the covenant and the Council which, in the interests of mission and church growth, should more properly be given to our denominations.”

B. (Anglican Diocesan Bishop)  “I see the covenant as expressing my commitment to the other church leaders, my desire to co-operate with them wherever possible, and to make this a matter of real priority.”

C. (Anglican Area Bishop)  “I will restrict my comments to my own hopes and expectations …. Copies of the covenant are being, or should be, displayed in all churches in the archdeaconry … regular worshippers encouraged to read it and pray for its implementation.  This I hope will do something to raise the level of awareness … of the need for ecumenical co-operation.

…. The covenant is a constant reminder to me of the need to think ecumenically whenever I am involved in a vacancy of any sort …

…. The covenant symbolises the very genuine level of friendship that exists and is .. developing among the church leaders as individuals.

D. (Salvation Army Divisional Commander) “I would hope that the individual churches throughout             the county would be encouraged to work more closely by the fact that their leaders have themselves entered into this covenant.”

E. (Methodist Chairman)  “I have signed three such in our District ….. as far as I am concerned they do not signify a great deal.  They do … give some support and encouragement to local and ecumenical areas, but as far as actually sharing the work of Church Leaders .… it is only at Milton Keynes that I have discovered the covenants really do produce anything.”

F. (Baptist Superintendent)  I would regard it as a declaration of personal commitment … I regard the agreed and publicly signed Covenant as a tool of mutual accountability to which any of the signatories can refer as a guide for their own actions or as a challenge to another’s actions.”

A and B are signatories of a covenant of long standing in the north, while C, D, E and F have recently signed a covenant in a county in the south where none previously existed.

Hugh Cross,

Ottery St Mary

August 1996.

APPENDIX

COPY

GLOUCESTERSHIRE ECUMENICAL COUNCIL

Church Leaders’ Covenant

We rejoice in the growing partnership between our churches which has led to the inauguration of the new ecumenical instruments and structures for Britain and Ireland to be used at national, regional and local levels.

We recognised that we have in common many similar responsibilities, joys, problems and hopes and that we have much to offer and receive from each other in the rich diversity of our traditions which complement each other.

We believe that we are being led by the Holy Spirit, and that God the Father through our Lord Jesus Christ is calling us to greater sharing in His mission to the world.

We undertake within the legal framework and procedural requirements and traditional practices of our several  denominations :

· To ENCOURAGE local co-operation between our Churches in local Councils of Churches and all kinds of Local Ecumenical Projects.

· To SHARE where possible our resources, our decision making, our pastoral care and appointments of Clergy and Ministers.

· To ACT together whenever new issues demand a response from our Churches locally and regionally.

We invite you and your congregations to support this covenant to which we now commit ourselves in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.

(Signed)
The Rt Revd Mervyn Alexander



Bishop of Clifton : Roman Catholic



The Revd Ian White



Methodist Bristol District Chairman



The Rt Revd David Bentley



Bishop of Gloucester : Anglican



The Revd Roger Hayden



W. Region Gen’l Superintendent : Baptist



The Revd John Waller



West Midlands Moderator : United Reformed

14 December 1993.

