Report of the Lay Member

2011 New England Annual Conference

June 8-11, 2011


The 2011 New England Annual Conference met at Gordon College in Wenham, MA from June 8th to June 11th.  There is a nice presentation of Annual Conference news at http://www.neumc.org/ACnews .
Theme

The theme of the conference was “Living Side by Side, the Broken and the Whole”.  We are instructed by Christ to live with those whose do not share our faith and those who are poor, sick, unwanted, or alone.

Worship
         There are quite a few worship services during Annual Conference and a lot of preparation goes into them.  During the Laity session (a time when the lay members meet by themselves), it was proposed that each district have a “mobile worship team” that performs the elements of the Annual Conference worship services in local churches.  Here are some of them that particularly inspired me:

· During the Convening Service (Wednesday evening), we offered socks (which were distributed beforehand).  Socks are not only useful to the homeless as an element of clothing; they are useful in constructing economically feasible mosquito traps in countries where malaria is prevalent.

· During the Friday morning service, each person was asked to jointly pray with a neighbor in the pews.  We shared concerns and celebrations, then prayed for each other.  We were asked to pair with someone as different as possible from ourselves; I was paired with an African-American female pastor from the Boston area.

· During the Memorial service, Bishop Cliff Ives offered a eulogy for Bishop James K. Matthews (a former bishop of the old Southern New England Conference).  Bishop Matthews experience as a missionary in India was emphasized.

· During the Saturday morning worship service, we participated in a musical litany for global health.  The music was an arrangement of the Kyrie Eleison (“Lord, Have Mercy”) by a composer from Accra, Ghana.  At intervals, one of the ten most frequent diseases would be mentioned.  Each of us was given a colored sheet of paper; each color was associated with a specific disease.  We raised our paper when that disease was called; giving an impression of how many people have that disease.  Some of the diseases were iron-deficiency anemia (the most common and the represented by my sheet of paper),  pulmonary conditions (asthma, emphysema, and related conditions), alcoholism, AIDS, and turberculosis.   Together they afflict 35% of humanity. 

Preparation for General Conference
          Every four years the Annual Conference must elect clergy and lay delegates to the General Conference held the following spring.  This year our Annual Conference elected five clergy and five lay delegates.  The General Conference is a general meeting of the entire United Methodist Church; among other things it writes a new edition of the Discipline and Social Principles.

         These ten delegates also attend the Northeast Jurisdictional Conference, which elects new bishops and assigns bishops within the Jurisdiction (which include Annual Conferences in New England, New York, Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Maryland, Delaware, the District of Columbia, and New Jersey).  We will be receiving a new bishop in September, 2012 as Bishop Weaver completes his eight-year term.  In addition to the delegates to General Conference, the Annual Conference elected five clergy and five lay delegates who attend Jurisdictional Conference only and five clergy and five lay alternate delegates.  The balloting for these elections occurs through most of the Annual Conference.

         The Annual Conference passed a series of resolutions that recommend actions to the General Conference.  I have summarized these resolutions below; the full statements are available in the pre-conference booklet at (note that these statements do not include amendments made on the floor at Conference):

http://www.neumc.org/console/files/oFiles_Library_XZXLCZ/2011_conference_booklet_screen_U4I26KUQ.pdf
        RS-301 through RS-310 inclusive recommend amending the language in the Book of Discipline concerning homosexuality.  RS-302 through RS-309 inclusive were voted together as Conference felt they were strongly related to each other, while RS-301 and RS-310 were voted separately.  All of these resolutions were passed without amendment.


RS-301: Recommends amending paragraph 161.f in the Discipline to acknowledge disagreement in the Church about homosexuality and acknowledging ignorance on many matters concerned with homosexuality.  (This resolution is essentially the majority report of the appropriate sub-committee of the 2008 General Conference.)

              RS-302 through RS-309 recommend removing discriminatory language in the Discipline concerning homosexuality from paragraphs 161.f (general social principle), 162.f (civil rights), 304.3 (homosexual clergy), 311.2(d) paragraph 4 of footnote 3 (moral standards of clergy), 311.2(d) paragraph 12 of footnote 3 (moral qualifications of ordained clergy), 341.6 (ban on performing homosexual unions), 613.20 (funding of groups advocating acceptance of homosexuality), and 806.9 (also funding).


RS-310 recommends removing language defining immorality from paragraph 2702.1, which states when charges may be brought against clergy.  This was voted separately as some members did not like using a standard that gives no definition of immorality.


RS-311, RS-312 and RS-313 concern disability leave and disability ministry.  All were passed without amendment.


RS-311: Recommends that each Annual Conference have at least one session during the 2013-2016 quadrennium whose theme is centered on Disability Awareness.


RS-312: Recommends that paragraphs 357 and 652 of the Book Discipline be amended to change “incapacity leave” to “medical leave” and to make other changes so as not to imply that clergy on leave are incapable of participating in ministry.


RS-313: Recommends making the United Methodist Task Force on Disability Ministries permanent.


RS-314 recommends that all United Methodist agencies divest from companies that help sustain the occupation of Palestinian territory and to partner with people of conscience working for corporate accountability.

Special Speaker

Bishop Minerva Carcaño of the Phoenix Area was our guest preacher.  She is the first Hispanic female bishop in the United Methodist Church.  Bishop Carcaño’s ministry has involved farm workers, immigrants, and refugees.  She preached on Matthew 25:31-46 (the story of the sheep and the goats), in which Jesus tells us to welcome the stranger.  She told us two stories about immigrants to the United States to illustrate how our immigration system treats poor immigrants.


The first story was about a battered woman from Mexico who came to the United States to escape domestic violence.  After crossing the border at El Paso, TX, she was advised to go to Albuquerque (where Bishop Carcaño had organized a cooperative ministry) for counseling and help.  The woman was told that Albuquerque was only a short distance (the actual distance is 266 miles) so she started walking through the desert.  After being exhausted and dehydrated by the journey, she found a bottle of water partly buried in the sand.  The water gave her the strength to get to a safe place.


The second story concerns the daughter of Guatemalan immigrants.  The daughter is a U.S. citizen and has lived her entire life in Ypsilanti, Michigan (southwest of Detroit); in fact she doesn’t even speak Spanish.  Her parents were arrested and deported to Guatemala when she was 13 years old.  She was left as the sole support of herself and a younger sister (who eventually had to be sent to Guatemala even though the sister was also a native-born U.S. citizen).  Eventually a United Methodist congregation gave her help, including getting her into a university (Eastern Michigan University is in Ypsilanti).  Her parents and sister remain in Guatemala.

Conference Business and “Holy Conferencing”
      I suspect most of us wonder at some point why Methodists seem to have so many meetings.   There is a Church Conference, an Annual Conference, and a General Conference in addition to all the Church Council, Trustees, Staff-Parish, and Finance committee meetings.

      John Wesley listed “Holy Conferencing” as a means of grace.  He knew we could learn about our faith by talking with other Methodists.  However, “Holy Conferencing” isn’t just any old meeting.  Our Bishop (and our Conference Lay Leader) have been trying to educate us about “Holy Conferencing”.  We were given cards with the principles of Holy Conferencing on them:

· Every person is a child of God.  Always speak respectfully.  One can disagree withoug being disagreeable.

· As you patiently listen and observe the behavior of others, be open to the possibility that God can change the views of any or all parties in the discussion.

· Listen patiently before formulating responses.

· Strive to understand the experience out of which others have arrived at their views.

· Be careful in how you express personal offense at differing opinions.  Otherwise dialog may be inhibited.

· Accurately reflect the views of others when speaking.  This is especially important when you disagree with that position.

· Avoid using inflammatory words, derogatory names, or an excited and angry voice.

· Avoid making generalizations about individuals and groups.  Make your point with specific evidence and examples.

· Make use of facilitators and mediators.

· Remember that people are defined, ultimately, by their relationship with God – not by the flaws we discover, or think we discover, in their views and actions.

Insurance rates were discussed.  The “blended rate” for health insurance next year will be $15,838 (the same as this year), with the ACH rate being $14,577.  The ACH rate is for churches that pay with automatic deductions from a bank account (FUMC does this).  After the steep increases of recent years this is welcome news.

Our property insurance firm (Utica Mutual) is requesting a 39% increase.  There has been a substantial increase in claims (please see the accompanying document PropertyInsuranceAnnualConference.xls), particularly with very large claims.  This rate is still being negotiated.

      The text of all of the following resolutions is available in the pre-conference booklet at the address listed above.

      RS-208 was passed on Friday morning.  It corrects a misappropriation of funds by the 2008 Annual Conference concerning the closing of the Smyrna Mills UMC.

      Subsequently other resolutions (other than recommendations to General Conference already mentioned) were considered:

· RS-101: revised form of the Equitable Salaries proposal (which set minimum salaries for pastors).  SPRC should take notice of the paragraph Compensation Package Special Arrangements.  Passed as revised.
· RS-112: Unit Insurance (includes property insurance).  See the discussion on property insurance above.  Passed
· RS-120: Parsonage guidelines.  The Trustees should take note of this resolution.  Passed
· RS-121:  Clergy Couple Housing.  Passed as amended.
· RS-122: The name was amended to the Conference Board of Higher Education and Campus Ministry.  Passed with that amendment.
· RS-201: Episcopal nominations by Annual Conference.  Passed with amendments (1/3 replaced by 50% + 1 and a None Option will be provided)
· The “Consent Calendar” was passed (This is a way of passing non-controversial resolutions en masse.  10 Annual Conference members may ask that a proposal be removed from the Consent Calendar.)  This passes RS-102, 103, 104, 105, 105, 107, 108, 109, 110, 111, 113, 114, 115, 116, 117, 118, 119, 123, 202.  Outreach should consider RS-123.

· RS-203.  Both parts a and b, with the substitution of figures provided by the Council on Finance and Administration, have to be voted.  Both parts were passed.

· RS-204: The Bishop asked for a vote of acclimation which was given.

· RS-205: This vote was delayed until Saturday; the resolution was then passed.
· RS-207: Healthcare.  Passed with several amendments.
The following resolutions were passed on Saturday:

· RS-205: Selecting the Ziegler Award winner.  Passed.
· RS-206: Supporting the “Dream” Act concerning immigration (and in particular supporting U.S.-born children of immigrants).  Passed.

· RS-209: Mission Share review (not in the pre-conference booklet).  Passed.
· RS-210: Advance Specials (special offerings, not in the pre-conference booklet).  Passed.
Learning Centers

Each Annual Conference has a number of small group sessions called “Learning Centers”.  I attended two of them, one entitled “Crafting Whole-Making Liturgy from Broken Pieces” and the other entitled “Conference Budget Dialogue”.  I also attended the Laity Session, where laity get together while the clergy are in Executive Session and discuss matters of common interest.  Some of the issues were support for youth ministry, more contemporary worship, and conflicts between Sunday worship and community sporting events.


The primary concern in the Conference Budget Dialogue session was property insurance, which is discussed above.


I don’t write much liturgy, but that session provided some interesting insights into worship in general.  Some of the most important points were:

· The younger generation is interactive.  Worship should be also.

· Consider worship practices like Lectio Divina (literally “holy reading”).  It involves reading a passage of scripture or similar text and using various techniques to focus on the meaning.  For example, look for a short phrase that is particularly significant to you or find a keyword.

· Consider use of technology such as Twitter and cell phones, which allow the congregation to interact with the service.

· Use visual techniques (something Val does very well for us):  decorate Christmas trees, make collages, create a “quilt” of post-it notes, etc.

Presentations, Awards and Statistics


Many Annual Conference committees and outside agencies report to Annual Conference.  The Leadership Committee (Nominations to us older members) has to fill a wide variety of Conference offices.  The Council on Finance and Administration has to explain the 2012 budget.  One of my favorites is the Statistician’s report, which you can obtain from the following address:

http://www.neumc.org/console/files/oFiles_Library_XZXLCZ/Stat_Report-WEB_XSR8HXBH.doc
Other groups that spoke:

· Conference Board of Global Ministries.  A health missionary in Mozambique spoke about malaria control programs

· “US2” is a program with 2 year internships for youth in social justice issues.

· JFON (Justice for our Neighbors), which works with immigration issues, is looking for Covenant Partners to support its work.

· The Black College Fund was represented by a student from Rust College in Mississippi

· The President of Green Mountain College in Vermont (a United Methodist-affiliated college) told us about a group of students going to Red Bird Mission in Clay Country, KY (currently the poorest county in the United States).

· United Methodist Women spoke about World Missions.  They helped an Indiana woman who was HIV+ after the death of her husband from AIDS

· The Preachers Aid Society will help local churches with capital campaigns

· The Together for Tomorrow capital fund of the Conference has $14,618,162 in pledges and has received $10,761,830 (the goal was $10,000,000).

· Our former Pastor Jung Sun Oh did a theological and historical reflection on the Korean War.

· The Conference camps and retreat centers reported on their programs.

· Each district highlighted its mission projects.

A number of awards are presented at Annual Conference as well:

· The Wilbur C. Ziegler Award for preaching is given by Congregational Development and the Board of Church and Society was given to Rev. Richard Capron of the Lexington, MA church.  He preached on the theme that the Gospel is about freedom and emphasized that John Wesley was involved in political and economic movements of his day.

· The Preachers Aid Society gave a Life of Discipleship award to Mary Wyatt and Beverly Abbott.  Mary Wyatt was one of the first people I met when I moved back to New England from St. Louis in 1981.

· United Methodist Men gave the Torch Award (a Scouting award) to Chris Sackett for his work with the Boy Scouts.

· The Harry Denman Evangelism Award to Frank King for his work in Men’s Ministry, mission teams and congregational development, to a lady whose name I couldn’t hear for her work in small group development, and to Nathan Weber, a young man active in his community.

· Reconciling Ministries has an essay contest; the winner was MIT student Samuel Compton.  He talked about feeling like the woman who was to be stoned for adultery (John 8:1-11).  He donated his award to JFON.

Old Friends


I met several old FUMC friends.  Margaret Goad has a new appointment in Andover, MA (Mark has a new appointment in Natick, MA).  Skip and Mary Ann Danforth are of course retired but very much present; Skip spoke of his first appointment in Lynn when the church was officially closed this year.  As already mentioned Jung Sun Oh made a presentation about the Korean War.  I saw Dave Martin quite a bit; his church sounds like it is growing rapidly.

Closing

This is my nineteenth year as your Lay Member; attending Annual Conference continues to be a special privilege for me.  Thank you for allowing me to represent First United Methodist Church.

                                                                                          Yours in Christ,

                                                                                           Larry Griffith

