Report on the Participation in the European Methodist Council Meeting
Barcelona, Spain, September 11–15, 2010


Representing the Study Committee on the Worldwide Nature of the United Methodist Church (SCWNUMC), Forbes Matonga and Joon-Sik Park attended the European Methodist Council Meeting in Barcelona, Spain, September 11–15. This year around 35 delegates from 14 countries participated in the meeting with the theme “Our gift of being a minority.” Bishops Patrick Streiff, Christian Alstead, and Rosemarie Wenner warmly welcomed and showed hospitality to us. The European Methodist Council kindly allocated us two sessions (a 30-minute one at the beginning and a 45-minute one toward the end). In the first session, Park made a presentation on the nature and purpose of the SCWNUMC; and in the second Matonga led an open discussion on the issues the SCWNUMC is grappling with. In addition, we also had three separate sessions with the delegates of the United Methodist European Central Conferences (Central and Southern Europe, Germany, and Northern Europe).

The following are a summary of the major issues, concerns, and aspirations shared by the delegates of the European Central Conferences (ECCs):
1. The great majority of the ECCs supported the constitutional amendments. When the amendments failed to be ratified, they were greatly disappointed and began to question whether any constructive changes for the denomination would be feasible.
2. Due to their small membership, it is crucial for the European UM churches to be and remain part of the worldwide UMC in order for them to be fully recognized as a church and not as a sect. Thus, total autonomy would not be an option. Being a minority church, ecumenical relations are also very important. After World War II, Methodist churches, along with other Protestant churches, in Europe have been wary of nationalism as well as of becoming a national church.
3. The prevalent focus of connectionalism is rather too exclusively on doctrine and polity and not enough on mission and life together. 
4. The current UMC structures are rather too complex and place unnecessary strain on the local congregations that are usually small.
5. The current Book of Discipline (BD) does not reflect the cultural diversity among UM churches. Some ECCs would have to translate the BD into not just one but multiple languages, and it is extremely challenging and costly. It is almost impossible to produce a new translation every four years. They thus do hope to have a global BD, much smaller and thinner than the current one which is overwhelmed with too detailed regulations.
6. The general boards and agencies are obviously US-oriented. Although they might have intentions to work for the worldwide church, it would be very difficult for them (except GBGM) to fully understand the cultural and social contexts of the ECCs. Besides, they often come to the ECCs with a US-based perspective or resources. They would need to operate in the region, if they seek to provide program support relevant to its needs. Some ECCs have their own boards and agencies which are fully functioning.
7. With regard to financial stewardship, the churches in the ECCs give more than the US churches per capita. It is a wrong perception that the Central Conferences are not contributing to the general funds and are only on the receiving end. The ECCs contribute considerably, not necessarily to the general funds but often directly to the support of mission projects and theological education. The ECCs do various ministries cooperatively together on equal terms.
8. The General Conference (GC) addresses issues that are mostly relevant to the US churches and not to the Central Conferences; the Central Conference delegates are forced into the US issues. It is extremely difficult for them to effect legislative changes in a significant way. Unless the US churches have their own forum, the GC would hardly change. Also, the GC is too focused on legislation as well as too occupied with the parliamentary rules.


The British Methodist delegates offered some thoughts on the worldwide structure of the Methodist Church from their own perspective:
1. They have intentionally encouraged and empowered the overseas Methodist churches (OMCs) to become autonomous. Yet, the autonomy was not simply a unilateral decision by the British Methodist Church (BMC) but also a desire of the OMCs.
2. The OMCs had been established along the lines of British colonial expansion. When the colonies became independent, it was inappropriate to keep the OMCs as part of British Methodism.
3. The BMC and the UMC operate with different understandings and models of partnership and equity. Whereas the UMC views itself as a worldwide church, the BMC as a national church with worldwide connections.
4. The OMCs are invited, but not required, to attend the annual (British) Methodist Conference. Connectionalism is practiced more through partnerships, mutual learning and celebration, and common heritage than through bureaucracy and structure.
5. The British Methodist delegates hope that the work of the SCWNUMC would also consider issues broader than the structure of the UMC: the development of global Methodism—that, for instance, could have prevented such tension between the UMCs and the BMCs in Zimbabwe—as well as of wider ecumenical relations.  


In sum, we had a very fruitful and engaging listening post with the European Methodist Council. The delegates viewed the work of the SCWNUMC as important and timely, and appreciated its sincere efforts to gain their input. It was obvious that the wider Methodist family is watching with a lot of interest how the UMC would seek to reorganize its structures. They are in agreement that we would need each other, more so than ever, as part of a family in which everyone could be heard as well as contribute with no one member dominant.

Respectfully,
Forbes Matonga
Joon-Sik Park
