November 3, 2009

Bishop Scott Jones

c/o The United Methodist Church

Kansas Area

9440 E. Boston, Suite 160

Wichita, KA 67207-3603

Dear Bishop Jones,

Steve Beard sent me a copy of your letter regarding the upcoming WWN study committee meeting.  In July I became the president and publisher of Good News and was grateful to learn that you are asking input from groups such as ours.

As your letter mentions, the issues before your committee are complex – and important.  If God is doing something new in The United Methodist Church, it is easy to imagine that new wineskins are in order.  I appreciate your sincere concern for the church and its mission and for empowering ministry in every worldwide local setting.  Following are several concerns.

(1) The restructuring plan must clearly demonstrate how it will enable us to fulfill our mission statement.

(2) We are an overly bureaucratic and institutional church with too many boards and agencies.  Some should be eliminated (e.g. COSROW -- the Women's Division can surely handle the issues it addresses) and others could be merged.


(3) An entirely new structure for holding the church's top leaders accountable for the direction and performance of the church needs to be put in place. The United Methodist Church in the United States has been failing for 40 years and very seldom, if ever, is anyone at the top held responsible for the precipitous decline.  Quite the contrary, the institution endlessly and publicly engages in rounds of self-congratulations.  And, of course, the basic matter of holding bishops accountable for defending, teaching and executing the will of the church as made manifest in the BOD would be an important part of this.

(4) General Conference itself might be altered in order to better represents rank and file United Methodists (e.g., the delegate distribution system should be based on the size of Jurisdictions not ACs--this would quickly bring to an end the oversized delegation that comes from the WJ.)  Please consider moving us from five Jurisdictions to four: NE, SE, SW, & NW.  

My final concern has little to do with the mechanics of restructuring, but with the process and with trust.  I have served as a leader in what is sometimes referred to as the Renewal Movement within the United Methodist Church for several years.  Before becoming president of Good News I was a member of the board of directors of the Confessing Movement and was president of the board when I resigned to take on my new responsibilities.  

What struck me as I looked at the list of persons on the study committee was how few I knew.  I asked other, more senior leaders within the movement which of the committee members they knew and who they felt represented our concerns.  They knew a few members I did not, but not many.  Most of those we do know have a very different agenda for the church than we do.

Groups like Good News and The Confessing Movement, as you are aware, are not fringe or special interest groups.  We represent the center of the church – people who believe in the classical Christian faith and traditional morality.  And people look to us for thoughtful commentary and direction when controversial issues come before the church.

Though the final tallies have not been made known, enough Annual Conferences have reported their votes regarding the WWN amendments to be sure they have failed and by a very large margin.  One reason, I believe, is because sweeping changes were being proposed by people whom the leaders of our groups either did not know well or knew well enough to be sure that their vision for the church is markedly different than ours.  

Of course, there are some exceptions.  For example, my appreciation for you and your commitment to the church caused me to search for every reason to support the WWNs.  But ultimately, I was being asked to vote for a group of amendments that I felt were problematic – and that I could not be certain would not be misused by others who were part of their creation.  

Were the amendments a knight on a steed coming to save the day or a Trojan horse that we would later regret that we had brought into the church?  When you face that question, how you respond comes down to trust.  And, honestly, though I trust you, many leaders in the Renewal groups and I did not know others on the committee enough to trust their judgment or to recommend passage of the very complicated and potentially detrimental amendments they were proposing.

Bottom line, I think after the votes this past spring and summer, it is apparent that any large structural changes requiring the passage of constitutional amendments will need the support of the renewal groups.  In the future, if you want us to help you with the landing, we need to be included on the take-off.

I realize your request for input is a step in the right direction.  And I applaud you for reaching out to us.  But sharing our thoughts on a one-time basis is not adequate to create a sense of investment or trust on our part. 

If you look at the committee, it is weighted heavily with institutionalists and progressives.  I am not using those words pejoratively.  It’s simply who comprises the majority of your study group.  Very few of its members are known to us, much less represent us.  Some do, but only a minority.

Again, it will be very difficult to help you sell whatever the group recommends because we have not been sufficiently included in the process.  My best suggestion is to add members to your committee whom we in the Renewal groups know and trust.  If that is impossible, create an active advisory board that can attend all meetings and have full input.

I’m sure the church’s structure needs to change.  But to make large-scale changes possible, those proposing the changes will need us.  My apologies if that statement sounds arrogant; it’s not meant that way.  It’s simply the most straightforward way I know to say we are committed to the church around the world and to indigenous churches being freed and empowered to do ministry contextually – but we want to be full partners in thinking through and creating those structures.  Give us the chance, and you’ll find we can be very helpful on both the take-off and the landing.

Yours in Christ,

Rob Renfroe

