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Background

In 2002 Bishop David Coles took a motion to General Synod.  He asked, was it not time to open a conversation with the Methodist Church of New Zealand Te Hahi Weteriana O Aotearoa ?  The resolution was passed at General Synod.  The Methodist Conference responded positively in November 2002 and passed the following resolution.
  Since that time representatives of the Anglican Commission on Ecumenism and the Methodist Mission and Ecumenical Committee and Faith & Order Committee have met to consider if there might be a way ahead.  We have discussed and debated, prayed and worshipped together, and we have enjoyed each other’s hospitality.  Respect and appreciation has developed.

The journey

The official conversations have been on a Church to Church basis with reports received by General Synod and Conference.  We have recalled the histories of our two Churches in this land, and the close relationship of Anglican and Wesleyan missionaries.  The formal dialogue has acknowledged the steps that both Churches have taken over the last half-century on our journey toward visible unity.  As we have examined the steps we have been impressed by the very considerable degree of recognition that now exists between the Churches.  Both Anglicans and Methodists have recognized each other as part of the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church.  Both Churches have recognized the authenticity of sacramental life in their sister denomination and there is recognition that the grace of God is active in the ministries of both Churches. The baptized are welcomed at each other’s celebrations of eucharist.  All of this constitutes a significant degree of recognition that cannot be ignored.

Recent changes

In our conversations we have reflected on the life of our Churches since the Plan for Union failed to receive sufficient support to allow church union in the 1970’s.  Since then both Churches have been transformed responding to impulses of the Holy Spirit.  Both churches have recognized the special place of Tangata Whenua in this land and restructured their life according to a vision of justice and partnership between cultures.  Both Churches have welcomed migrants and are learning to hold a bi-cultural commitment in the context of increasing cultural diversity.  Co-operating ventures between Anglican and Methodist parishes have been formed in many parts of the country. Especially significant is the thirtyfive-year partnership in theological education between St. John’s College and Trinity College at Meadowbank. The renewal of the Churches takes many forms but it includes an acceptance that we are called to be Christian in the context of Aotearoa New Zealand.  This is leading to the birth of homegrown spiritualities.  Local images and cultural forms are being employed in theology, worship and hymns.

New situation

At the same time the Anglican Church cherishes its place in the Anglican Communion while New Zealand Methodists play an increasing part in the World Methodist Council.  Both of our Churches remain in dialogue with the Roman Catholic Church in bilateral national dialogues, and in international conversations.  Theological developments at the international level have influenced our life in this land.  The Lima document “Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry” has set challenges before our Churches.  Liberation theology born in Latin American continues to impact on our understanding of Church.  The international ecumenical movement provokes fruitful theological reflection on God as Trinity, the church as koinonia, apostolicity belonging to the whole church, and the exercise of episcope.  There has been convergence in biblical and liturgical studies.  Ecological themes are finding their way into the theological life of the church as are inter-faith issues.

The ecumenical imperative

While our Churches have been addressing issues related to context, sexuality and relationships between cultures, there has needed to be a focus on unity within our Churches.  However, the gospel imperative of unity remains a priority for both of our Churches.  Christ prayed, “that they might be one, so that the world may believe.”

(John 17)   The unity of the Church testifies to the power of God to reconcile and make new.  The disunity of the Church denies the proclamation that Christ breaks down the barriers.  This is not to suggest that visible unity is opposed to diversity.  Rather visible unity will seek to preserve the treasures of spiritual and cultural traditions so that each will contribute toward the richness of common life.  Visible unity serves both the identity and the mission of the church. Through our listening and learning we have been drawn to the notion of covenant.  This paper seeks to make the case for our Churches to enter a covenant relationship.

Proposal of a Covenant

To reaffirm and consolidate our commitment to the journey toward visible unity, we propose that consideration be given to our two Churches entering a covenant that would enable a deepening relationship.  This would help us to better address the remaining issues that continue to keep our Churches apart.  These issues relate primarily to the mutual recognition and interchangeability of ministries, and of oversight.  Such a covenant would be consistent with contemporary theological insight that the Church is primarily koinonia in Christ and that relationship is prior to structure.  A covenant between our Churches would not prevent us from continuing to be in dialogue with the Roman Catholic Church, nor would it need to adversely affect our valued relationships with other churches within the ecumenical movement. 

Theological background

One source suggests that the Hebrew word for covenant ‘berith’ is of Assyrian origin, meaning bond on the one hand and alliance on the other.  In the ancient Near East covenants were entered into for business, political and military reasons.  Mutual loyalty and obligation were central motifs.  In the Jewish religious tradition covenant became the foundation of the faith of Israel.  In an act of grace Yahweh reached out to offer covenant relationship to Israel.  Israel came to see that the God of the covenant would not abandon the community even when they were drawn to worship other gods.  The loving Yahweh would remain loyal and wait for Israel’s return.  In Christ, again through God’s grace, Gentiles are now invited to enjoy the privilege of covenant relationship.

Our conversations

Members of the Anglican and Methodist teams who have engaged in dialogue seeking a way forward have been enriched by insights from different perspectives.  We have been reminded of the prominent place that covenant has played in Maori understanding of the Treaty of Waitangi.  Embracing the notion of covenant from the scriptures, rangatira, Maori chiefs who signed the treaty believed that they were entering a sacred covenant in which a relationship could evolve between the two parties.  We have learnt from Pacific participants of the importance of ‘Va’ the sacred space in relationships that calls to be honoured.  Methodists spoke of the tradition of ‘covenant renewal’ at the beginning of each year and Anglicans saw covenant as informing their understanding of the sacraments of Baptism and Holy Communion.

Covenant as gift

At the heart of covenant relationship is grace.  Covenant relationship is offered freely; it cannot be earned, demanded or merited.  There is surprise in covenant – reaching out in love evoking a response of gratitude.  In covenant relationship, God takes the initiative.  Following the signing of a covenant agreement between the Church of England and the Methodist Church of Great Britain, a document entitled “in the Spirit of the Covenant” observes, “God’s choosing, gifting and promising are all generous acts – with no strings attached.  God is faithful, even when other partners to the covenant break faith.  Underlying it all is God’s constant love and God’s commitment to a saving purpose through history for the whole of creation.”  

Covenant relationship

As we have reflected on the biblical understanding of covenant it has come alive for us.  We have become excited by the possibilities that it opens up.  For in covenant we are provided with a sacred space that is filled with trust and loyalty.  In the covenant relationship questions can be explored in the context of a commitment to one another.  Commitment to the relationship makes possible consideration of deep issues that are not easily resolved, without fear of abandonment or betrayal.  In Christian tradition it has been appreciated that covenant creates a robust environment where honesty is valued and where the relationship survives disappointments and moments of pain.  Given that how each partner acts affects the other, covenant relationship requires mutual accountability. 

Our proposal

After prayer, research and consultation we have been persuaded of the value of our two churches entering a covenant relationship.  It has proved fruitful in England.  A covenant would deepen the relationship between our two Churches in Aotearoa New Zealand.  Dialogue provides a context for discussion, debate and growth in understanding.  It is possible to walk away from dialogue.  Covenant relationship signifies commitment; it entails an enduring allegiance that binds parties together. Because the relationship is bigger than the issues engaged, it is not possible to walk away from covenant. We are convinced that in covenant relationship the questions that we have still to resolve will look different.

Conclusion

In covenant relationship, because the context of the discussion has been transformed, the issues will no longer appear insurmountable.  A covenant relationship would provide a living process in which the Spirit of God would offer wisdom and guide us.

Practical steps

While the theological issues are being considered in the context of a covenant relationship, members of the dialogue see merit in promoting the following specific steps.

1. Stimulate collaboration between Anglican and Methodist parishes.

2. Celebrate in worship our common heritage in John and Charles Wesley.

3. Explore possibilities of joint evangelism and service, witness and mission.

4. Consider joint schools of theology for both laity and clergy.

5. Advocate regular meetings of Bishops and District Superintendents.

6. Encourage shared opportunities for retreats and prayer for unity locally.

Co-operative ventures involving Anglicans and Methodists:

	ForumId
	Organisation
	Participants

	T/A21
	Ruawai Community Church
	A M P
	

	T/A29
	North Hokianga Community
	A M
	

	T/A30
	South Hokianga Co-operating
	A M
	

	T/B22
	Glenfield Ecumenical Project
	A M
	

	T/C21
	South Kaipara Co-operating
	A M
	

	T/C24
	St Mary's Co-operating Parish Glen Innes
	A M
	

	T/C25
	Lynfield Community
	A M
	

	T/D21
	Bucklands Beach Co-operating
	A M P
	

	T/E21
	Chartwell Cooperating Parish
	A M P
	

	T/E22
	St Francis Co-operating - Hamilton
	A M P
	

	T/E23
	Hauraki Plains Co-operating Parish
	A M P
	

	T/E25
	Piopio Aria Mokau Co-operating
	A M P
	

	T/E27
	St Paul's Co-operating, Putaruru
	A M
	

	T/E34
	All Saints Bryant Park Co-op
	A M
	

	T/F21
	Turangi Co-operating
	A M P
	

	T/F22
	Whakatane Co-operating
	A M
	

	T/F23
	Omokoroa Community Church
	A M P
	

	T/G25
	Okato Co-operating
	A M P
	

	T/G26
	Bell Block & Lepperton Co-op
	A M P
	

	T/J22
	Milson Combined Church
	A M P
	

	T/J26
	Longburn Community Church
	A M P
	

	T/L23
	Tamatea Community Church
	A M P
	

	T/N24
	Hataitai Kilbirnie Co-operating
	A M
	

	T/N33
	Brooklyn St Matthew's Co-operating Parish
	A M P
	

	T/N40
	Otaki All Saints Anglican
	A M
	

	T/S03
	Mt Herbert Community Churches
	A M P
	

	T/T24
	St Andrews Co-operating
	A M P
	

	T/U09
	Brockville Community
	A M P
	

	T/W21
	Bluff Greenhills Co-operating
	A M P
	


� Anglican General Synod resolution May 2002


 


This General Synod/te Hinota Whanui:


a.       Recognises the strong historic links between the Anglican and Methodist traditions and the historic partnerships between these traditions in Aotearoa New Zealand and Polynesia from missionary days to the present, and rejoices in “An Anglican-Methodist Covenant: Common statement of the formal conversations between the Methodist church of Great Britain and the Church of England”, published in 2001.


b.      Encourages the Council for Ecumenism to initiate fresh dialogue with the Methodist Church of Aotearoa New Zealand based on the 2001 statement and to report to the 2004 General Synod/Hinota Whanui.


 


Methodist Conference decision November 2002


In response to the May 2002 resolution of the Anglican General Synod/te Hinota Whanui, which called for their Council for Ecumenism to initiate fresh dialogue with the Methodist Church, Conference welcomes the opportunity for renewed conversation about the unity of the church.
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