Review by John Nelson, Editor of  the MODEM series of books on ministry, management and leadership.
Reshaping the mission of Methodism: A diaconal church approach

Edited by Deacon Dr David Clark and published this year (2010) by Church in the Market Place Publications and obtainable from Deacon Dr David Clark at Hill View, Burton Close Drive, Bakewell, Derbyshire DE45 1BG price £10 (post paid).
This is an important book not only for Methodists – clergy and laity – but also for other Christian denominations. It paints a vision of how the Methodist Church could “make a distinctive contribution to world and church in the 21st century”; indeed, “play a lead role in averting the world’s survival and annihilation by creating a global community of learning communities”. 
But, to do this, it “needs to reshape its life and work to reflect the diaconal model of ministry which is essentially lay discipleship and a mission strategy around the task of building communities transformed by the gift of communal holiness”.  It is a move from maintenance towards a mission focus: to engage more effectively with today’s world.   Indeed, Methodism will be unable to undertake the task of spreading communal holiness unless the people of God are seen as the primary resource for mission in the world.  
In his earlier books (Breaking the Mould of Christendom – Kingdom community, diaconal church and the liberation of the laity (2005) and The Diaconal Church (2008) David Clark argued that “the church still remains captivated by, and captive to ‘the Christendom model’. However important this model might once have been, it is now a liability. It prevents the church engaging effectively with a world that is culturally, technologically and economically living in a different era, questioning many of the proselysing features of the church’s approach to mission and  challenging the authoritarian  principles on which  church leadership is still founded.”

He is convinced that if the future church is to have credibility and viability it will need to be shaped by a different kind of ecclesiology. This is the diaconal model. This is one whose theology is kingdom community centred, which sees its mission as being the servant of that community and which regards its primary resource as the whole people of God in the world.

Is this a ‘fresh expression of church’? It is to “release the energy of our most committed people to connect with those people with whom we have never connected before”.   It is to reflect “the long tradition in Methodism not only of lay leadership but also of lay discipleship.” 
The diaconal church liberates its laity to build learning communities that are transformed by the gifts of the kingdom community. It has two main forms: as the Christian community gathered for worship, learning and caring; and as the Christian community dispersed to fulfil its mission in the world. 
To equip the laity to be the servants of the kingdom community new forms of church leadership are needed. These are embodied in the roles of ‘servant leader’ and ‘community educator’. The latter necessitates leaders being trained to equip lay people to become community leaders within church and world.
The leadership of the diaconal church is exercised through three particular roles: presbyter whose task is to equip the gathered church to model the kingdom community it its life and work: the deacon whose task is to equip the dispersed church to build learning communities that manifest the gifts of the kingdom community in the world; and the ‘bishop’ those task is to be an intermediary who supports and resources the presbyters and deacons and, through them, the laity.

The laity as the church’s primary missionary resource is paramount in the Diaconal Church and nowhere more strongly asserted than in relation to the world of work for which there is judged to be no chance of the mission of Methodism being fulfilled as predominantly the responsibility of its ordained ministry.  (The world of work embraces every sphere of life – education, health, social welfare, business, industry, finance, law & order, local government etc. and there are still a significant number of Methodists in paid employment able to represent the church as a dispersed Christian community.)
How might Methodist lay people be affirmed, equipped, pastorally cared for and supported by Methodism in fulfilling their community building mission in the world of work?  Lay people involved need skills of discernment, demonstration, dialogue and the ability to further transformation. They also need to be encouraged and equipped for their ministry by those communities of place to which they belong as well as the wider church.
 There are too few ministers available to shoulder such a major undertaking. Furthermore, many ministers have lost personal contact with the world of work beyond the church even if, as a first career, they were actively engaged in it. Far more important, however, is the fact that the mission of the diaconal church not only cannot be, but should not be the responsibility of the ordained ministry.  It is the lay people who are the primary resource for Methodism as they are for the diaconal church.

(The Methodist Deed of Union declares that “the Methodist Church holds the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers and consequently believes that no priesthood exists which belongs exclusively to a particular order of class. Methodism was and continues to be a movement of lay witness.)
However, in more recent decades, the track record of Methodism in equipping lay people for their ministry in the world of work has lost impetus. It is a situation typified by the closure, in 1996, of Luton Industrial College, a centre for training lay people for ministry in the work place, which William Gowland had spent a lifetime establishing and developing. 
Highly relevant to David Clark’s thesis of the laity as Methodism’s primary resource as (dispersed) disciples, is the chapter he contributed to MODEM’s book “How to become a Creative Church Leader” (2008).It was entitled ‘Setting up “Faith at Work” programmes’.  These are his opening paragraphs under the title of “Losing the Plot” 

         “In August 2005, the then Vice-President of the Methodist Conference, John Bell, 

           wrote an article in the Methodist Recorder entitled “Have we lost the plot?” As a

           person with a long business career behind him, his concern was that Methodism 

           had so concentrated its endeavours on the home, family and local community 

           that it had neglected to equip its lay people to fulfil their ministry in their 

           work place. This is little short of disaster because it is the laity who are the 
           church’s primary witnesses to the gospel within daily life. 
           (And) what is true for Methodism would appear to be true for all denominations 

           (of the Christian church). Towards the end of the 1980s a number of churches 

           set up working parties to explore the ministry of lay people in public life. In

           1985 the Church of England produced a report entitled “All are Called – towards
            a Theology of the Laity” and, two years later, a report called “Called to be

           Adult Disciples”, both documents relating to the ministry of the laity to the world.

           In 1987 the Synod of Roman Catholic Bishops in Rome published Christifideles 
           laici, an apostolic exhortation concerning the vocation and mission of the lay 

           faithful in the church and in the world. In 1990 the British Methodist Conference
           approved a report on ‘The Ministry of the People of God in the World’ 

           and recommended it to their districts for study.
          It was not long, however, before all these documents were gathering dust on

          ecclesiastical shelves. In 1993 the Christians in Public Life Programme carried

          out  A survey of Christians at Work and its Implications for the Churches. 

          The responses revealed a dire situation. Well over half the 400 lay Christians 

          respondents felt that the educational programmes and pastoral care of their local 

         church did not adequately support them. Further, only just over half of them

         found worship met their needs within the world of work.

        There are those who continue to believe that the church’s presence in the world 

        of work is adequately represented by chaplains and non stipendiary ministers 

        who focus their ministry on the workplace (known in Anglican terms as 

        Ministers in Secular Employment, and, in Methodist terms, as Sector Ministers).

        However, I argue in my book Breaking the Mould of Christendom that the church

        here faces a dilemma. Chaplains may well be of symbolic, as well as 

        pastoral, importance in representing the public face of the church in the world of 

       work. But their very presence can lead to the neglect of the ministry of the laity 

       who in numbers, experience and expertise are resources far more significant 

       for the mission of the church than a relatively tiny group of chaplains and non 

       stipendiary ministers can ever be. 
       So, where do we go from here?  There is no other way forward than the blindingly

       obvious, yet for some perplexing reason virtually ignored task of liberating the 

       laity to fulfil their calling as the people of God in the world.” 
This book, “Reshaping the Mission of Methodism: A Diaconal Approach”, not only emphasises, and re-emphasises, the primacy of the Methodist laity as Methodism’s primary resource as its dispersed apostles for mission, but does so in a context of an array of wonderful examples of Methodist outreach initiatives e.g. Methodist Homes for the Aged: The Women’s Network of the Methodist Church: Methodism’s use of Information Technology in developing new ways of being church; and  vision of city-wide Methodist Circuits (in particular, Birmingham). 
David Clark, or more accurately, the Revd Dr David Clark, was a presbyter in the Methodist Church for many years. He served in circuits in Sheffield and Inner London before moving to become a senior lecturer in Community Education at Westhill College, Birmingham. During that time he set up the National Centre for Christian Communities and Network, the Christians in Public Life Programme, and the Human City Institute. He has written widely about the Christian Community Movement, lay ministry in public life, schools as learning communities and urban renewal. In 2005 he moved out of Presbyterian ministry to become a member of the Methodist Diaconal Order.
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