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Medium Term Planning in the 

United Reformed Church
Proposals for coordination of the work of various review groups and committees

Introduction

There are at least six major strategic groups in the life of the URC at present whose thinking needs to be coordinated. These are:

· The Faith & Order Committee. They have been pondering the future of the Church.
· The review of the role of the synod moderator. This review came to Assembly but was given insufficient time. Its six principles require Mission Council consideration.

· The review of the central secretariat. This work arises from the vacancy in the role of Head of Human Resources. It is being conducted by the Staffing Advisory Group.
· The Moderators’ Think Tank 2010-12. This group led the process to create the 2013 budget based on wider thinking across a range of strategic issues.

· Ecumenical initiatives. The Methodist Church is in a similar place to the URC in terms of reducing its central operations and is open to discussions about how key admin functions might be shared, eg in HR and safeguarding. The Baptist Union is involved in the explorations. A Methodist/URC Joint Property Strategy Group has been established with a shared executive officer. The work of the Joint Public Issues Team (Methodist/Baptist/URC) is well known and highly regarded.
· Five synods consultation. The five northern synods met in September 2011 to consider the sharing of support services, events, celebrations and personnel. Similar conversations have taken place in the Midlands.

A meeting with representatives of these six pieces of work took place in August 2012. Every effort has been made to incorporate their key questions and insights in the analysis below.

The task is actually wider than this. The plea for a review of the General Assembly should be included. Also, the Ministries Committee’s proposals in “Resourcing Ministry” (Resolution 26, Assembly 2012) and the new strategy of the Youth & Children’s Work Committee both address the relationship between the Assembly and the synods, and their thinking should be included so that coherent decisions can be made. The purpose of Church House needs clarifying so that a staffing strategy can be agreed in time to inform the 2014 budget process. While the task may seem daunting, the clarity that will result will greatly ease the work of governance across the councils of the Church as well as the work of management at various levels.

While there is little mention of finance in this paper, it should be recognised that the reducing financial resources of the denomination are a key driver behind the urgency of many of the issues named.

1.
What does a faithful, vibrant, sustainable United Reformed Church look like?

· A prior question: are we still persuaded that the ongoing life of the United Reformed Church as a separate denomination is within God’s purposes for the building of the Kingdom? What specifically would be lost if it ceased to exist? (Q1 – for Mission Council, facilitated by the Faith & Order Committee)

· The Faith & Order Committee urges us that we need to refresh our understanding of the work of the Holy Spirit in the Church at every level. (Q2 – ditto)

2.
It has faithful, vibrant local churches. 

a) Each of them gathers around the Word and celebrates the sacraments. However, there is concern about their spiritual health. Many struggle to pass on the faith to the next generation, and many lack confidence.

· How do we re-evangelise the Church? (Q3 – for the Mission Committee)

b) Beyond this, their variety is exhilarating. They vary in size, context, age, theology and practice. A third of them are in ecumenical partnerships. They represent every stage of the life cycle, from Fresh Expressions and other new inceptions through development, maturity, and end of life. They say very different things about their need for and expectations of the wider Church. 

· Work is needed on the understanding of this life cycle. Can we enable churches to die with dignity, understanding that this is natural? (Q4 – for the Faith & Order Committee)

· What about more church planting? (Q5 – for the Mission Committee) 
c) A vibrant church meets to govern its life by seeking to discern the will of the Spirit.

· There is significant concern about the health of church meeting. (Q6 – for the Faith & Order Committee and the Medium Term Strategy group)

d) A vibrant church can articulate its sense of purpose. A question first raised in the “Growing Up” report (1999) is still relevant today: “Is there, here in this place, a part for us in God’s mission?” 

e) A vibrant church has good leadership, beginning with its elders meeting. A wide range of leadership operates: ordained ministry of Word and sacraments, church related community workers, lay preachers, local church leaders, youth and children’s workers... to name a few. Asked what it wants/needs from the wider Church, the first answer from the local church is always, “Ministers!” The budgeting process for 2013 was based on the principle that when resources are scarce, the churches will want to safeguard the number of stipendiary ministers as much as possible.
· The Ministries Committee has repeatedly challenged Assembly, synods and churches to be imaginative and flexible in meeting the leadership needs of the churches. But in many places the only leadership in evidence is stipendiary ministry, stretched more and more thinly. What can we do to encourage churches to explore and implement other possibilities? (Q7 – for the Ministries Committee)

f) A vibrant church engages in mission. Some churches will focus on one thing, striving to do it well. Others will run full programmes of activities, striving to do many things well. Vision2020 is the agreed framework for mission in the URC and offers a range of resources across its ten priorities.

g) If a vibrant church has buildings, they will be fit for purpose. The Methodist/URC Joint Property Strategy Group will have more to say on this subject in due course.

h) A vibrant church recognises the need for appropriate accountability to the wider body of which it is a part. The Local Ministry and Mission Review is the URC’s vehicle for supporting and challenging local churches.

3.
The churches are grouped into synods.
a) The Structure of the URC defines a synod as “representative of the local churches in that province or nation united for the purpose of dealing with matters of wider concern”. This is feeble! Perhaps the old definition of the purposes of a district council could be adopted: “fellowship, support, intimate mutual oversight and united action”. The Five Synods Consultation discussed four possibilities: service (meeting the needs of the churches); instrumental (providing a vehicle for the churches to do things together which they could not do for themselves, such as sustaining regional/national ecumenical relationships or addressing regional/national public issues); cooperative (enabling the churches to support one another through active networking); or governance (setting priorities, initiating programmes, managing resources).  
· What are synods for? (Q8 – for the Medium Term Strategy group) 
b) Synods came into existence alongside provincial trust bodies. They still operate trusts which hold assets on behalf of the synod and its churches. There is a great disparity of wealth between the synods, though the general belief that some are happily sustainable financially needs a reality check: 12 out of the 13 synods pay their operating expenses out of the proceeds from sold buildings. Inter-synod resource sharing was created to address the disparity, enabling a voluntary redistribution of money. 
· Inter-synod resource sharing is supported by the wealthier synods on the understanding that it pays for development work and creative ventures that would not otherwise be possible in synods with fewer resources. The reality is that much of the money simply enables survival. What is the long-term viability of such a programme? What about the ethics of it? What do we want? (Q9 – for the Medium Term Strategy group)

· The review of the role of synod moderator suggested the central coordination of the synod trusts. Do we wish to endorse this? (Q10 - ditto)

c) Synods vary widely in their staffing levels. 

· Are we content that the level of service offered to our churches is governed by regional/national wealth? (Q11 - ditto)

d) Each synod has a full-time minister of Word and sacraments as its moderator.  The review of the role of the synod moderator offered a revised job description and person specification which will need approval once various issues of principle have been decided by Mission Council and General Assembly.

· The first of these issues is fundamental to the rest. The research of the review of the role of synod moderator revealed an overwhelming consensus across the Church that the synod moderator’s primary role should be pastoral, including preaching of the gospel, teaching, encouragement and reproof, discernment of the Spirit, and servant leadership. Do we agree? (Q12 – for Mission Council)

e) Synods oversee the compliance of their churches to a host of legal requirements and good practice issues, such as proper accounting and financial safeguards, charity registration, health and safety and the protection of children and vulnerable adults. Each has a legal adviser (and sometimes synods receive conflicting advice). 

· The group reviewing the role of the synod moderator urged that attention be given to this cluster of governance issues. They asked that the synod moderator be released from responsibility for such matters, rather than being made to cover for shortfalls in the system elsewhere, and that consideration be given to the centralising of service/administrative activities. (Q13 – for Mission Council)

f) Synods also play a significant role in maintaining good order, including operation of the grievance and appeals procedures, the ministerial disciplinary process and the incapacity and capability procedures. 

· The group reviewing the role of the synod moderator advocated removing the moderator from the formal role s/he performs in the initiation of the disciplinary process. (Q14 – for Mission Council)

g) It costs a lot of money to run a synod office, employ development staff, exercise oversight and deliver services.

· How many synods should there be? Does each require a full-time synod moderator? (Q15 – for the Medium Term Strategy group)

4. The General Assembly embodies the unity of the United Reformed Church, acts as the central organ of its life, and is the final authority, under the Word of God and the promised guidance of the Holy Spirit, in all matters of doctrine and order and in all other concerns of its common life.

a) As the church meeting is essential to the health and faithfulness of the local church, the Assembly is essential to the unity and faithfulness of the United Reformed Church. 

· It is time to review the pattern of biennial Assemblies in light of a new agreement on the purpose of Assembly. (Q16 – for the Medium Term Strategy group in consultation with the Assembly Arrangements Committee)

b) There is concern in many quarters about the sense of belonging that holds the United Reformed Church together as one body. 

· Do we have the membership of Assembly right? Should it be larger? Smaller? (Q17 - ditto)

c) There has been a suggestion that consensus decision making is a wonderful tool for discernment on high-level questions where, ideally, an issue is presented with all the relevant information and Assembly is left to devise its own decision without being constrained by resolutions previously drafted elsewhere. However, with other sorts of decisions, the consensus process can be cumbersome and frustrating.

· Attention should be given to the different kinds of decisions Assembly is asked to make, with authority given to the moderator and the Assembly Arrangements Committee to determine which mode of decision making will be used at each point in the agenda. (Q18 - ditto)

5. Mission Council acts between meetings of the Assembly. 

a) Most of the Mission Council agenda arises out of committee work. Only occasionally do the synods bring items for consideration.

· Is the balance right? How should Mission Council agendas be generated? (Q19 – for the Mission Council Advisory Group)

b) Mission Council is responsible for prioritising the work of the Church. It needs to be more rigorous in this function so that the churches are not overwhelmed by a multiplicity of initiatives.

c) Given the ever increasing pressure on Mission Council agendas does modern technology offer other options for consultation? Decision making? (Q20 – MCAG)

6. The United Reformed Church elects/appoints officers to preside over its corporate life. It operates a Church House to provide services as sought by local churches, synods, Mission Council and Assembly.

a) An effective denominational structure needs to deliver six functions: embodiment, development of strategy, governance, management, advice and implementation.
· Clarity is needed as to who within the structure is responsible for each of these functions. In some cases responsibility will appropriately lie with an individual within a framework of rigorous accountability. (Q21 – for the Staffing Advisory Group)

b) The proposal about centralising service functions has already been mentioned (3e above). Clarity is also needed as to the proper location for mission and development initiatives. When these are taken both at Assembly and synod level without proper coordination, the local churches experience initiative overload. The synods employ training officers and mission enablers. Assembly-employed children’s and youth development officers are deployed within the synods, which also provide the finance. This host of visionary, enthusiastic workers is replicated at Church House by departmental secretaries who also see themselves as leaders and shapers of the Church. The posts held by Assembly-appointed staff are almost identical to those we had in 1972 – for a very much smaller Church.

· If admin functions are removed from the synods and located in regional offices or at Church House, how will this be funded? (Q22 – for the Medium Term Strategy group)

· The question of whether we are one Church or 13 does not have easy answers. It must be explored area by area, recognising that what is right for (e.g.) youth and children’s work might not be right for ecumenical relations or church and society. (Q23 – ditto)

· Some people are saying that the concept of operation by committees is past its sell-by date. What other options exist? What is most appropriate for the United Reformed Church? (Q24 – ditto, with the Staffing Advisory Group)

· The relationship between the United Reformed Church and the United Reformed Church Trust needs clarifying. Outsiders regularly observe that we have an excess of governance for an organisation our size. What is the solution that will honour our core principles and conciliar convictions while reducing unnecessary duplication? (Q25 – Medium Term Strategy group and Staffing Advisory Group)

TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR A MEDIUM TERM PLANNING GROUP

1. To review the pieces of work listed in the introduction to this paper.

2. To ensure that the principles, role description and person specification proposed in the review of the role of synod moderator receive proper consideration in Mission Council. 

3. To liaise with the Faith & Order Committee, the Staffing Advisory Group, the Methodist/URC Strategic Oversight Group, the Methodist/URC Joint Property Strategy Group, the Inter Synod Resource Sharing Task Group, the Church House Connective and other committees and groups engaged in strategic reviews and planning, supporting the General Secretary in the work of coordinating thinking across the full range of strategic issues.

4. To prepare papers to enable Mission Council and General Assembly to take the necessary decisions of principle underlying medium-term strategic, organisational and financial planning, guided (but not constrained) by the questions in this paper.

5. To ensure proper consultation with individuals and groups whose work would be affected by the principles and proposals under consideration.

6. To identify pieces of work requiring specialist attention and present Mission Council with suggested terms of reference for research projects and/or working groups as appropriate, and to receive the results of this work.

7. In partnership with the Staffing Advisory Group, to bring proposals for a staffing strategy for the work of the Assembly.

8. In partnership with the Treasurer, the Chief Finance Officer and the Finance Committee to determine and facilitate the process towards the creation of the 2014 budget and a three-year forward planning budget.

Membership

A core group of four members (the General Secretary, the Treasurer, and two members appointed by Mission Council for their skill in strategic planning) with a wider reference group of about 20 people available to receive regular updates and offer comment on proposals as they emerge. The reference group would include representatives of the following groups, ideally also including someone from each synod and a balance of male/female, lay/ordained. Further members could be co-opted on a short term basis according to their interest/expertise in a particular topic.

The two Moderators of General Assembly

Assembly Committees
Church House Connective of senior staff
FURY

Resource Centres for Learning

Staffing Advisory Group

Synod moderators

Synod clerks

Initial thoughts on a timetable:
This timetable recognises that not all decisions can be implemented immediately and major ones affecting the General Assembly, for example, could not be implemented earlier than the 2016 meeting.
October 2012 Mission Council

Consideration of principle 4 of the review of the role of synod moderator (“A change 
of ethos to focus on the mission of the local church”) [And to note that 
principle 6 of that review, “Working together to change procedures”, is 

incorporated into the work of this report.]

Consideration of a paper from the Staffing Advisory Group

Approval of terms of reference for the Medium Term Planning Group and appointment of members

May 2013 Mission Council

Discussion led by the Faith & Order Committee on the future of the Church.

Consideration of principle 3 of the review of the role of synod moderator (“Moving 
the oversight of compliance issues”)

Other aspects of the “one vs. 13” question, including the “Resourcing Ministries” 

proposals (if time does not permit us to address these in October 2012)
Final proposals from the Staffing Advisory Group in its review of the central 
secretariat, including a staffing strategy for the work of the Assembly

October 2013 Mission Council

Discussion led by the Faith & Order Committee on the work of the Holy Spirit in the 
Church. 

Consideration of principles 1, 2 and 5 of the review of the role of synod moderator 
(“Pastoral leadership,” “Strategic focus on core role” and “The separation of 
pastoral care and formal discipline”) and the role description and person spec for synod moderators

First discussion on the purpose, frequency and processes of the General Assembly

March 2014 Mission Council

Agreement of resolutions for General Assembly

Resolutions:

1. Mission Council receives the paper, “Medium Term Planning in the United Reformed Church” and asks Council members to send their comments to the General Secretary by 30th November 2012.

2. Mission Council agrees that a fundamental principle underlying the strategic planning of the United Reformed Church is the primacy of the local church and its mission.

3. Mission Council agrees the terms of reference and membership of a Medium Term Strategy group.

4. Mission Council asks the Faith & Order Committee to lead a discussion on the future of the Church at the May 2013 Mission Council meeting.





