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Mixed Economy
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Introduction

Have you ever been in the situation where you know where you want to get to, but cannot
work out how? The British Methodist Church seems to find itself in exactly this position at
the moment with regard to the issues and theology of marriage and relationships. The
Methodist Conference of 2018, meeting in Nottingham at the end of June, was supposed
to be debating and deciding on a new Statement on Marriage and Relationships, a
significant theological document that would shape the Church’s practice for the next two
decades or more. However, the Group tasked with producing the draft has been beset by
issues and the sheer workload involved.

Like so many, the members of Dignity and Worth and Outcome are deeply disappointed
by yet another delay which affects LGBTQ+ people more than anyone else. However, it
does offer all of us in the Church a chance to reflect on the last quarter of a century of
discussion and debate, and to discern the issues that actually face us. There has been a
growing recognition over that time that, whilst fundamental disagreements persist over
questions of sexuality and relationships, the main issue confronting the Church is one of
living with contradictory convictions. In that context, there is still much work to be done in
order to allow us to do that well.



Acknowledging the Journey

It is easy to get disheartened and frustrated by yet more delays, so taking account of the
journey travelled so far is worthwhile. Since 1993, a great deal of change has happened
within and, much more significantly, beyond the Church. The equalizing of the age of
consent, the advent of Civil Partnerships and Same-Sex Marriages, the repeal of Section 28
and the Human Rights Act have all done much to change the lives of LGBTQ+ people
living in Britain. In Ireland, the change has been even more dramatic.
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The Methodist Church is always called upon to respond to changes in society and has
done so graciously on the whole. The Church has seen LGBTQ+ members and ministers
became more visible and take up positions of responsibility. Local Churches and Circuits
have welcomed partners with the love and respect we have come to expect from the
Methodist people. But, sad to say, there have also been - and continue to be - occasions
where affirmation has not been offered and LGBTQ+ folk have borne the brunt of
homophobic abuse, ridicule and even threats of violence from fellow Methodists.

A quarter of a century ago, tempers were high and the Church came close to crisis. Since
then, the temperature has cooled in many places and rhetoric has been replaced by
dialogue and careful listening. Some friendships have grown and revealed a depth of
fellowship that goes beyond mere agreement. We have come to recognise the things that
hold us together within the one Connexion and to celebrate them, including that:



We believe that God has been revealed in Jesus Christ, accept Jesus Christ as our
Lord and Saviour, and live in communion with God and in the power of the Holy
Spirit.

We cherish our place within Christ's Church recognising that it is Christ alone who
chooses, calls and confirms us as members of his church, the body of Christ.

Whilst we may not all agree about everything, we recognise the importance of the
truths which bind us together as well as the issues which currently divide us.
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Work in progress

The journey continues and contradictory convictions remain. Whilst there are some in the
Church who believe that we can construct a cleverly-ambiguous set of words that will
include and satisfy everyone, more of us are coming to the conclusion that we must accept
our differences and try to live with them in a way that brings honour to the Gospel. If we
are to find a way of continuing in fellowship together, is must enable us to continue in
conversation about the things that divide us as well as bind us together. Our use of studied
silence and avoidance may have been useful in the past, but now we need to speak and
listen.

Out of conversations that have already occurred, a number of recurring issues and topics
have emerged. We recognise that, in attempting to find a way forward, we need to attend
to the complexity of the task that confronts us and to work on a number of areas at the
same time.

Canon

The way we interpret and live out Scripture remains key to a Methodist understanding of
theology and ethics. Our conversations must resonate with the canon of Scripture,
informing how we say things as well as what we say.

Can progressives and conservatives find
better ways to acknowledge their
respective commitments to authentic
Biblical interpretation and ways of
engaging with Scripture that would move
the conversation forward within the
Church? Can, for instance, progressives
acknowledge that they have taken the
Biblical witness too lightly at times, and
not sought to struggle enough with texts
that are difficult? Can conservatives also
acknowledge that they have not struggled
enough to place difficult texts that have condemned others alongside the unconditional
love of God revealed in Jesus Christ?




Conscience

This might be a better word to use in the so-called Wesleyan Quadrilateral than
‘'experience’. It is that inner witness of the Spirit that compels our actions in Christian love.
We recognise that often conscience has been used by those in the Church who wish to
refrain from some action or ritual - pacifists or those opposed to the remarriage of
divorced people. A fuller understanding of Christian conscience must also embrace the
idea of being compelled into action by theological conviction. For some of us, that means
being allowed, in conscience, to marry people of the same sex, whilst not compelling
others to do likewise.

Of course, conscience cannot have the final say and must be tested by Scripture and the
wisdom of tradition, but it also cannot be ignored. Part of the genius of early Methodism
was the way it allowed conscience to play a part in Christian life, witness and worship,
placing testimony at the heart of the Class meeting. We need to better ways to listen to the
voice of conscience and discern the movement of the Spirit.

Connexion

Conversations over the past decade and more have revealed a deep love and
affection of the connexional nature of our Church held by Methodist people of all
theological perspectives.

As we strive to remain connected, how do we
embrace the diversity of theology and practice that
does not undermine our unity? Is our current model
of connexionalism too rigid and uniform and
therefore not fit for purpose in an increasingly
diverse, and diverging, Church?

An understanding of Connexion that stifles creativity,
prevents Christian conscience or denies justice
cannot be Spirit-led and must be resisted.



Context

Venture FX pioneers, Fresh Expressions, and those engaged in the practice of mission
overseas have taught us the necessity of context. We struggle as a denomination with
buildings, processes and worship formed in a different era for a culture not our own. As the
context for mission and ministry has changed rapidly, we have struggled to keep up, or
actively resisted responding.

Being caught up in the mission of the incarnational God means choosing to allow the
context to shape us. We know that attitudes to sex, gender and relationships has changed
enormously in the last fifty years and many now see the Church as the bastion of ‘family
values’ that have long since died. As we seek to re-engage with the multiple contexts we
are called to serve, we must be open to what the Spirit is doing and saying in the world
around us.

Confidence

There is still a great deal of fear and anxiety across the Connexion that causes people to
avoid tackling potentially controversial subjects in Church. We must pay attention to the
very real sense of fear that many still feel: of each other, of further abuse or rejection, of the
consequences of the decisions of Conference, of potential and actual changes.

It is only in real fellowship that confidence can be built up, so we must ask how we embody
Christian love to each other in such a way that fear is driven out?



The choices we face

We have choices to make. The first is whether we take seriously the fact Methodist
members hold opposing (and non-converging) views on the theology of marriage and
relationships. If we do, then we are left with three options as to how to handle that
diversity:

1. Uncomfortable fudge - this is,
more or less where we are now,
with rules that are vague or
unenforced, there is an
uneasiness at raising the matter
at the local level, and most
people who are directly affected
(progressive and conservative)
are unhappy with the status quo

for one reason or another.

2. Winner takes all - one side or
other goes for broke, in the sense that they seek to clarify the position of the church
without any conscience clauses or nuance, inevitably leading to resignations or
departures.

3. Mixed Economy - where we acknowledge our contradictory (and non-converging)
convictions and try to find a modus operandi with which we can all live in good
conscience, and continue to be in dialogue.

In many ways, we have always known that these were the options on the table, and have
chosen option 1 by default rather than intention. Whilst there are some conservatives and
progressives who believe that option 2 is the final destination, most of us acknowledge
that there is not the appetite for another fight. In which case, we are left with option 3 and
there seems to be a growing consensus that it the direction of travel we should actively
choose.



The Mixed Economy

Whilst, for some, the Mixed Economy is an untidy compromise that we might have to live
with, it could also be the path to the Beloved Community. It offers us, as a Church, the
opportunity, not only to acknowledges our deep differences openly, but also to try to live
well together. It challenges us to find a way of being Church were unity is not based on
conformity or agreement. At its best, and if we achieve it, it offers a model of gospel living
to a deeply-divided world.

All this involves some risk, some restraint from people on all sides, and a good dose of
trust and mutual respect. The Mixed Economy does not set out to argue people out of
their position but seeks to ensure that no one’s conscience is violated. However, it does
leave open the possibility of people changing their position, whilst also seeking to honour
those who disagree with the majority in any one context.

To invite people into this new form of relating, we need safeguards. That is why we suggest
there should be a Connexional Monitoring Group (CMG), made up of members of the
Presidency, and reflective of the range of theological perspectives present in the Church,
to monitor how this Mixed Economy is developing. A CMG, drawing on a deep reservoir of
wisdom and commanding the trust and respect of the entire Church, might help to give us
the courage and confidence to step into this venture together.

It might work something like this:

1. We suggest Local Church Councils should be allowed to register to solemnize
same-sex marriages and/or civil partnerships. In doing so, it would be clear that
those members who do not wish to participate would have their views honoured. It
might be, in the first instance, that local churches in a Circuit would agree that one
should be registered where there is greatest support.

2. In making their decision, a Local Church Council must be sure that there is a minister
or lay person willing and able to serve as the Authorised Person. Again, ideally, this
would be a conversation within the Circuit Leadership Team to ensure that all
colleagues are fully consulted.

3. Where a Church Council wants to seek registration but the presbyter in pastoral
charge is opposed, pastoral conversations to find a solution agreeable to all would
need to take place. Where resolution is not possible at a local level, advice and
support may be sought from the Connexional Monitoring Group.



4. All requests for same-sex marriages and/or civil partnerships would be reported to
the Connexional Monitoring Group. This Group would report annually to the
Conference and discern what further theological work is needed in the light of
evolving practice.

5. During an initial period (of say 5 years), the Conference could agree a moratorium
on discussion of substantive issues regarding marriage and relationships to prevent
any group from short-circuiting the process.

We suggest that after this initial period, the Conference reviews the arrangements, and
takes the advice of the CMG as to the way forward. The Conference might decide to have a
further trial period or to make longer term decisions. The details could be worked out
once the general principles are established.

The Mixed Economy is only possible if the Conference opts into the relevant legislation in
each of the jurisdictions it serves. The Conference would also need to take appropriate
action with regard to standing orders to enable the Mixed Economy.

Conclusion

Dignity and Worth supports the idea of the Mixed Economy model as a pragmatic solution
for a ‘problem’ that cannot be ‘fixed’ by a single report. It plays to Methodism'’s strengths as
a movement whose theology is shaped in mission and praxis. It recognises the differences
that currently exist, whilst not signing the Church up to an arrangement that is set in stone.
It allows local churches, members and ministers to respond to their mission contexts with
flexibility and in good conscience. And, perhaps most importantly of all, it allows the
Church to live with itself, whilst getting on with the business of spreading Scriptural
Holiness.

There is no fear in love

But perfect love casts out fear.

| John 4:18



Our inspiration is the vision of Dr Martin Luther
King, Jr: building the Beloved Community. That
means a Church where people do not have to hide
who they are or love and trust others to treat them
with respect and love, even if they profoundly
disagree.

We commit to uphold the dignity and worth of
every person, including those who hold different
theological views, and to work openly for greater
equality in the Methodist Church in Great Britain,
Ireland and worldwide. | will work in my local
context for the full and active participation of
LGBTQI+ people in the Church, including same-
sex marriage.

We believe in:

Radical diversity as one of God’s good gifts, rejoicing that God has created LGBTQI+
people as part of that rich tapestry of life

Practical reconciliation by working and worshipping with people who differ from us and
refusing to demonise or be silent in the presence of injustice

Costly hospitality by offering safer spaces to the most vulnerable and risking the open
hand to those who consider themselves opposed to the full inclusion of LGBTQI+ people

Life-giving mission, joining in God’s continuing mission in the world to enable life to
flourish through love and service

Biblical fidelity in wrestling with the Biblical text using all our minds and hearts to allow
our lives to be shaped by the Gospel of love

Wesleyan spirit, rejoicing in our Methodist heritage with its commitment to
transformation, justice and social holiness.



A Dignity and Worth prayer

God is the maker of all
and itis in God that we and all people find
our true dignity and worth.

We celebrate God's radical diversity
woven into the rich tapestry of creation.

We will work and worship together with those
who are like us and those who are not.
We seek the strength never to be silent
in the face of injustice.
We will make space for others,
even when it costs us much.
We join in God’s mission
seeking a life of flourishing and faithfulness,
wrestling with scripture and
ever-open to the Gospel's message of unending love.
We rejoice in our Methodist tradition
of transformation, justice and social holiness.

May we take just a step on this road today.
May we offer an open hand to each of our neighbours.
May we be a people of courage.

God of all, may it be so in our days.
God of justice, work through our lives.
God of love, transform our church and our world. Amen.

Though we cannot think alike, may we not love alike? May we not be of
one heart, though we are not of one opinion? Without all doubt, we
may. Herein all the children of God may unite, notwithstanding these
smaller differences.

— John Wesley




