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General agencies and the world-wide church

1. Where do we come from? (A short historical summary)

Boards of Mission:

The United Methodist Church and its predecessor bodies all began as churches within the US. After a phase where mission was primarily lived out by annual conferences, Boards of Mission on the national level of the US became prominent. The Boards of Mission in the predecessor bodies of the UMC distinguished “home mission” (mission within the US) and “foreign mission” (mission outside the US) and had a mandate for both at least up until the union which created “The Methodist Church” in 1939. Foreign mission helped to spread Methodist churches all over the world and eventually to create annual conferences outside the US. Boards of Mission were agencies of the church in the US for its mission within as well as outside of the US. 

After 1920, annual conferences outside the US were deliberately clustered into central conferences (their origin goes back to 1884). When annual conferences in some regions of the world became autonomous Methodist Churches (mostly in the 1960’ies), they remained in a privileged relationship with The United Methodist Church. Thus, GBGM has kept and continued to develop a world-wide dimension in ministry which extends in a unique way beyond the borders of the UMC.
The mandate for foreign mission was also alive among European Methodists in the beginning of the 20th century. Between the two World Wars, the longstanding annual conferences in Europe became self-supporting. After World War II, mission agencies in Europe began to directly send out missionaries without passing through decision or financing channels of the Board in the US. Thus, annual or central conferences in Europe have established their own Boards of Mission which are completely financed by benevolences from European sources (Methodist sources and partly development aid). 

In Africa and the Philippines, the annual conferences have taken up mission into new regions in their surroundings, without creating mission agencies. Recently, the Philippines have begun to send out pastors to places overseas where many people of the Philippines live, and annual conferences in Eastern Central Europe have begun to support foreign mission. Today, there is a network of mission agencies and mission initiatives within the UMC on different levels, from local to world-wide. 

Other general agencies:

The general agencies as we know them today were created following the merger of 1968. One of them, the General Board of Global Ministries, had a mandate outside the US (World Division) beside its mandate inside the US (National Division). All other general agencies were agencies of the church in the US, strictly limited to work within the US up until 1984. The decision to create Africa University (General Conference 1988) was the first and foremost symbol of a general agency other than GBGM taking a major initiative outside the US.

A similar development took place with regard to the membership in the Boards of Directors. With the union of 1968, the Board of Directors of GBGM was opened up to regular membership by Bishops, clergy and lay from central conferences (The General Council on Ministry also had some central conference representation). For other general boards, the central conference presence among the Board of Directors began at a later date (probably around 1984). Since 2004 central conferences represents about 10% of the total membership in agencies. Their membership has been subdivided among all general agencies, including the general commissions. 

In general agencies, with the exception of GBGM, the primary mandate still continues to be mission and ministry within the US. Over the last decade, all general agencies have started to work outside the US. This global dimension has been added rather recently and can be seen positively as mission outreach by US-based and centred general agencies.
Bishops in central conferences:

With the union of 1968 distinctions between US-bishops and bishops from central conferences were abolished and the latter became equal in standing to the former. The General Council on Finance and Administration integrated central conference bishops into the Episcopal Fund structure. A formula, based on a percentage of the salaries of all clergy, was applied for apportionments to the Episcopal Fund. The Western European annual conferences had the economical means to fully participate in these apportionments. Europe has contributed to the Episcopal Fund at a 100% according to that formula. For other central conferences the participation has been fixed at 10% of the costs.

Organisational structures outside the US:

In comparison to general agencies in the US, the level of organisational structure in regions outside the US is very uneven and depends on a mixture of priority needs and financial possibilities. For instance: there are ecumenical bodies in different regions of the world, but UM churches have not always the means to fully participate in them or support them as needed; or theological schools (Methodist or ecumenical) have been established, but they lack in sufficient support for future development. 

Western Europe has been able to develop funding streams for creating and sustaining organisational structures in main areas of the ministry of the church for all of Europe, often with full-time or part-time staff. But in most other countries, establishing agencies or hiring staff has not been possible. Ministry mandates are then lived out by clergy and volunteer-laypeople beside other responsibilities in the church.

New developments in direct partnerships:

In recent years, the importance of direct encounters has grown tremendously. Mission partnerships have developed between individual church leaders, individual congregations or individual annual conferences. Those involved in such partnerships often do not see any need to pass through general agencies – or even see them as a hindrance to their own local mission dynamic. Unconsciously, old inappropriate patterns of mission revive: e.g. “we know what is good for others”; “help goes where I know someone” (not where it is most needed); “my own experience of helping in a poor country is so precious” (even if other means would be more efficient) etc. Mistrust towards agencies grows with their distance to the local church. Most recently, outside analysis was done under the mandate of the “Call to Action” and has drawn attention to the threat of a too great distance between the local church and the general administrative structures of the church, including its general agencies.

2. What are basic values for structuring mission and ministry in a world wide connexion?

Some basic values which are important in the discussion of agencies and similar support structures and in creating trust towards the important ministry done by agencies:

Connectional:
The UMC is a connectional church. Its basic organisational pattern is neither top-down (hierarchical) nor bottom-up (congregational), but connectional with the annual conferences as basic units. 
Efficient:
Means need to be used as efficient as possible; our means (persons, time, finance) are limited, but we want to do as much good as we can. Efficient use implies transparency and auditing in financial matters, and also communication among organisational units and towards the larger church and to society.

Effective:
Aims need to be clarified so that the use of means promotes the aims we have set – or in biblical term: fruitfulness.

Empowering:
We do not want to create or prolong dependency (money!), but empower people in their discipleship so that they own a project as their own. Where people actively participate, ownership can grow.

Solidarity:
What any member has (individually and collectively), has been given to us as stewards (not our possession), and we share it with those in need.

Subsidiary:
We organise on a level which is as close as possible to the recipients instead of delegating decisions to a higher level or spread them over several levels.

Sustainable:
We aim at long term goals, not spectacular news and short-cut results.

Transparent:
We establish structures which are transparent in planning, decision making, accountability and reporting.
3. Levels of decision making and administration

In looking to the future for the development of a helpful structuring within a world-wide church, we need to distinguish different levels where decision making, support structures and administration takes place. We see three different elements which are important to maintain both, unity in the connection as well as local or regional authority and ownership:

Conference levels and their support structure:
Conferences are - on all levels of the church (charge or circuit, district, annual, central or jurisdictional, general) - bodies for discernment and policy making. They meet only in large intervals (every year or every four years). The level of structuring in decision making and administration is very uneven whether you compare annual conferences all over the world or other conference levels as central conferences.
Connectional cooperation and round tables for coordination:
Conferences do not only cooperate “upwards” or “downwards”, but also in partnership and networking (on equal levels e.g. from an annual conference to an annual conference in a different part of the world; or across different levels e.g. between a district in one country and an annual conference in a different country; bilateral or multilateral). 

Multilateral networking needs round tables where all players are at the same table, share their gifts and needs and prepare a comprehensive plan for mission and ministry. 

Round tables bring people together without continuing administrative costs of offices or staff. They gather the leadership of different bodies and after conclusion of a round table, it is up to the leadership to finalise decisions with their own respective bodies.

Board of Directors and agencies with permanent staff for larger units:

Where there is regular and intensive work-load on large conference levels, agencies with permanent staff, sufficient expertise, and linked to a structure of accountability (e.g. a Board of Directors) are an efficient use of means. They can excel in competence for their specific focus of mission. Such competence is needed not only for staff but also for the Board of Directors, if the latter really wants to fulfil its governing role.

4. Agencies in a world-wide connectional church

We acknowledge and celebrate the willingness of the present general agencies to fulfil roles and functions not only for the US but also for other parts of the world. 

But the present, hierarchically centralised structure is not the best adapted to the growth of the church outside the US. In taking serious the values of being efficient, of empowering the whole body of Christ in all parts of the world, and of organising in a subsidiary manner the structure in place needs revision. There is an urgent need to distinguish mandates and functions for the UMC in the US on one hand from those in different regions outside of the US on the other side, and to distinguish between the world-wide level and regional levels. If the large majority of mandates and functions of the present general agencies are linked to the US (as it has always been) their refocusing on their primary mandate on a regional level will free up the capacity of these agencies to concentrate on their primary mandate. Creating adequate regional structures for the UMC outside the US will also empower these parts of our church in their mission and ministry.

The following concept distinguishes the world-wide from the regional level. Point 4.1 brings an overview of the functions (the desired outcome) which need to be structured on a world-wide level compared to those which belong to the regional level. Point 4.2 gives first ideas how the question of financing could be addressed. Both parts will need further discussion and refinement. The present paper does not develop in which ways the functions should be structured in agencies or other structural units. This will need discussion with the leadership in each region. On regional levels the type of structuring will necessarily remain very uneven, adapted to the widely diverse situations. The UMC does not need to establish exactly the same pattern from the top to the local level. Regional structuring does not mean to establish full agencies (see point 3 above) and also the number of agencies or other structural units may differ.

4.1 Functions on world-wide and regional levels

Three entities are established in the constitution for the world-wide level: General Conference (as the world-wide level in the conference structure), Bishops as general superintendents forming the Council of Bishops, and the Judicial Council.

Other entities are established in the constitution for regional or local levels: central conferences, jurisdictional conferences, annual conferences, district conferences, charge conferences.

The following functions need to be fulfilled on a world-wide level by agencies or similar organisational units:
· Global Ministries, including the maintaining of relationships to affiliated autonomous or united churches and to the larger family of churches in the Wesleyan tradition;

· Finance & Administration, including legal issues for functions linked to the world-wide level; Episcopal Fund; Central Conference Pension Initiative;

· Ecumenical and interreligious concerns as far as they concern the entire UMC;

· Archives and History as far as they concern the world-wide level;

· Develop and implement the mission mandate of the church and bringing together ‘money and mission’ for functions linked to the world-wide level (cf. the Connectional Table);

For these functions, there will be organisational units with expertise and with a membership which reflects worldwide diversity and perspectives.

Open question: In the present reality, GCFA, GBGM, GCCUIC, and GCAH are also agencies which fulfil ministries on a regional level within the US and/or which fulfil the ministry of the US-membership in its mission outside of the US (cf. GBGM). It remains an open question whether it is advisable to split them in regional and world-wide agencies or whether it is more effective to keep the two combined. If the latter, the financing needs also to be mixed (see below 4.2 on financing).

The following functions need to be fulfilled on regional level by agencies or similar organisational units:
Beside world-wide functions, all other functions which are presently carried out by general agencies as far as they are relevant for the mission and ministry of the church in a given region belong on a regional level. Some such functions may only be relevant for one region (e.g. the Black College Fund and its administration only relate to the UMC in the US). Main functions on regional level include:

· Mission;

· Ecumenical and interreligious concerns on regional levels;

· Schools, Colleges and Higher Education;

· Theological Education;

· Church and Society;

· Discipleship;

· Ministries with women, men, and different age groups;

· Health Ministries;

· Communications;

· Special regional initiatives, even if originally established or elected by decision of General Conference), as the University Senate; Africa University;

· Advocacy and Justice ministries;

· Pension and Health Benefit;

· Publishing House;

· Finance and Administration, including property issues, legal status of the church in different nations, etc.;

· Archives and history on regional levels.

These functions may include the mission and ministry of the church within a specific region as well as beyond one’s own region through partnership which connects to other regions of the world. The establishment of regional levels wants in no way to limit the ministry to one’s own region, but strengthen the mutual support in partnership between different regions. Such functions on a regional level may include programmatic functions or they may be “limited” to give leadership, prioritise needs and means, and channel them within a given region (e.g. through a commission or a person elected).

If regional agencies or similar organisational units are created, they will have a membership in staff and accountability structures (e.g. Boards of Directors) which reflects its constituency in their own primary region. They will be linked to the leadership structure in the respective region. They need to be accountable to connectional structures in the region. They will be closer to the grass-roots of the mission of the church and members will take more ownership in them (principle of subsidiarity). 

The UMC in the US may decide to keep its present general agencies (as far as they are not mentioned among the worldwide level above) or change its number and the distribution of functions. 
The UMC outside of the US, in each given region individually, may decide how best to group the needed functions in agencies or other adequate organisational units.

Regional borderlines:
The UMC in the US will have its agencies for the whole region of the US. 
For the UMC outside the US, the borders for each such regional unit shall be decided in consultation with the UMC in each continent. The borders shall coincide with Annual or Central conference borders or a composition of several Annual or Central conferences together. If advisable for the effectiveness of the mission and ministry of the church, this may include the change of annual or central conference borderlines. (E.g. regroup the UMC presence in Africa in central conferences along the major languages of communication which are French, Portuguese and English).

4.2 Financing of world-wide and regional levels

Financing on a world-wide level
All agencies or other adequate organisational units on a world-wide level will be financed by global apportionments. Global apportionments would include the Episcopal Fund and the General Administration Fund (This would need an extension of what is included in the General Administration Fund). They would be fixed according to a formula which is applicable world-wide and takes into consideration the local economic situation.

Financing on a regional level
All agencies or other adequate organisational units on a regional level will be financed by a combination of the following:

· Support created within its own primary region (e.g. this would include for the US apportionments as they come at present through World Service)

· A percentage as administrative charge taken on all financial resources which a given region receives from other regions of the world (estimate: between 2% and 5% - yet to be confirmed); with the exception of UMCOR-NGO.

· For the quadrennium 2013-16: the total amount freed up in the budget of the present general agencies through the reduction of central conference membership in “general” boards and agencies which will focus on serving their regional constituency (including the mission of this constituency beyond its own borders); this amount shall be distributed to the respective areas as initial capital for the establishment or equipment of agencies or similar organisational units in each region.

5. Other important issues for a world-wide connectional church

Unity in a world-wide church:

On a world-wide level, general conference is the “guarantee” for the unity of the church. Only the fundamental, long-term issues which guarantee the unity need to be written in the constitution. The constitution should not need changes every four years. Other important issues which are also expressions of the unity within the UMC can be written in other parts of a – yet to be developed - world-wide discipline.

The two basic structures for keeping the unity of the church in United Methodism on a world-wide level are the connection through conferences (collective leadership) and the general superintendence of bishops (personal leadership).

Unity in the church is not and has never been dependent on the presence or absence of general agencies on a world-wide level (up to 1984 such presence was only lived out through GBGM and even then only in those sectors where GBGM had personnel or programs). 

Belonging to a larger family of Methodist churches:

The UMC belongs to the World Methodist Council. In several regions, there are regional Methodist councils/gatherings (European Methodist Council; Asian Methodist gathering/council; CIEMAL in Latin America etc.). If the UMC in each region establishes regional agencies (not top down as sub-units of “general agencies”!) or round tables, they offer a better possibility to bring other Methodist mission partners together in specific mission programs in a given country or region (e.g. European Commission on Mission which is a larger body than only UMC).

Please send feed-back to this document to:
Bishop Patrick Streiff, chair of the agency task group of the study committee
bishop@umc-europe.org.

