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Introduction

At our January 2010 Church Leaders’ Meeting, there was a general consensus that while the desire to work in partnership is genuine and strong, ‘structural ecumenism’ has ceased to be a main priority. The desire expressed was to focus more on informal working together at every level, and the creation and maintenance of LEPs was no longer seen as the primary task in which the County Officer and Denominational Officers should be engaged.

That said, however, our LEPs are a vital component of ecumenical life in Lancashire. We cannot move forward and embrace this more informal way of working without recognizing our obligation to maintain and oversee those LEPs which are already in existence. We also need to have a clear policy as to how we  respond to requests for the formation of new LEPs. 

The County Sponsoring Body is the agency through which the partner denominations involved in any LEP are supposed to exercise joint care and oversight. In Lancashire (unlike most other counties) the Denominational Ecumenical Officers Group has become de facto the County Sponsoring Body. The lack of any Church Leaders’ active participation in this, however, and the lack of close ongoing communication between Church Leaders and their DEOs with regard to specific oversight decisions, means that the Sponsoring Body has become very detached from any of our partner denominations’ actual oversight and decision making bodies and procedures. Thus it is in very real danger of operating in a parallel universe, rather than the one in which real decisions are made about ministerial deployment, funding, structural reorganization, etc. And the vital task of joint oversight of LEPs, which the Sponsoring Body is there to facilitate, is simply not happening. 
Another issue is that of ongoing review. One of the Sponsoring Body’s tasks is to conduct regular reviews of each LEP. At present, as a small, overstretched and overcommitted group, we are struggling to maintain any depth of ongoing involvement in the life of our LEPs, and we simply do not have the human resources to review them in the way that has been done previously. 
Our inability to maintain the old way of working, however, has forced us to ask whether it is actually the model we want to take into the future. My own impression is that the CTL review was often regarded by LEPs as time consuming and intrusive – ‘like an OFFSTED’ is a phrase which I’ve heard more than once. While these reviews provided much paper for the CTL filing cabinet, any follow up – both in terms of alerting the parent denominations to issues which needed to be addressed, and in terms of sharing any good practice with the wider church – often appears to have been lacking. This seems to render an external review of very limited value.

The following guidelines are a first attempt to put together a response to these issues, after consultation with the Church Leaders’ Group and the Denominational Officers. I would welcome feedback from LEPs and others as to their content and usefulness. 

LEPs – A Complex species

It’s important to begin by recognizing that ‘LEP’ is an umbrella term for a number of very different sorts of partnership. There are three main types with which we’re concerned in Lancashire.

1. Category 3 or Shared Building partnerships. 

2. Category 2 or ‘Covenanted congregations’ partnerships. 
3. Category 1 or Single Congregation partnerships 

Category 3 or Shared Building partnerships are the ones about which I feel least concern, because the congregations involved retain their separate identities and are clearly and unambiguously  under their own denomination’s care and oversight. While good relationships often develop between such congregations – indeed, some work together with their fellow ‘tenants’ very closely – what they have signed up to is simply about sharing a space, not about sharing each other’s lives, worship, governance and finance. The legal ins and outs of sharing the building are dealt with by means of sharing agreements, and there seems to me no great need for ongoing care by the Sponsoring Body unless a particular issue arises
In Category 2 or ‘Covenanted congregations’ partnerships, local congregations of various denominations have covenanted to work together in a close and committed way, and their denominations’ Leaders have signed covenants pledging to support them in this. This has certain implications at Church Leaders’ level, especially over such issues as ministerial  deployment .  There is a constitutional requirement that there should  be ecumenical consultation every time a vacancy within an LEP is to be filled. This has, however, been honoured more often in the breach than the observance!

While there are issues to be addressed here, they’re not of the blue flashing light variety. Each congregation involved in these partnerships retains its own independent governance – this is a bond of friendship, rather than a marriage. In practice, some of our less formally constituted Churches Together Groups seem to have a more vibrant common life than some of these convenanted partnerships. So if things go stagnant, the existence of each congregation is not at issue; and if things fall apart, the partnership can be dissolved relatively easily.

Category 1 or Single Congregation partnerships are my area of greatest concern. In these, two or more denominations jointly ‘parent’ a single congregation, whose members then have a multidenominational identity. There is usually a single minister, who will be of one of the participating denominations; and the typical constitution for such an LEP states that ministers will be appointed on a denominationally rotating basis. 

Such LEPs as these may be visionary, but the experiences of the past year have taught me that they are fraught with difficulty. For several denominations to be sharing in the oversight of a particular congregation actually requires more work and investment of time and energy from each of their Leaders / Oversight Bodies than a ‘normal’ congregation requires. Vision for the direction of the partnership needs to be jointly owned; decisions about staffing, buildings, the levying of the costs of ministry need to be discussed and agreed; the balance of participation in local denominational groupings (deanery, circuit, etc) carefully worked out. These partnerships are like children who need their parents to communicate frequently and well if they are not to be pulled apart by conflicting hopes and aspirations, or neglected completely because they don’t ‘fit’ our normal, one-parent ecclesiastical model.

The pattern I have observed, however, is that these LEPS tend to receive less, rather than more, oversight from their participating denominations than ‘normal’ congregations. All too often, they fall down the gap between their parents, rather than being jointly held by them.  And when denominational bodies have offered support and care, it’s rarely been in dialogue and partnership with the other participating denominations.

 Perhaps this is because the Denominational Leaders feel the Sponsoring Body is there to do that work of oversight and support. Our Lancashire Sponsoring Body, however – made up, as it is, of the Denominational Ecumenical Officers and me -  is simply not equipped or empowered to take this sort of responsibility. The Sponsoring Body is intended to be a vehicle to enable the Leaders or Oversight Bodies of each partner in an LEP to exercise joint episcope. Unless – as in the case in some counties - the Sponsoring Body is the Church Leaders Group, it can only ever be a tool to facilitate their working together. 

The pressures on the time and energy of our Church Leaders are such that it seems to me unrealistic to expect the level of hands on involvement from them that a healthily managed Single Congregation LEP would really require. I have heard the clear message from our last Church Leaders’ Meeting that there is no great desire at county level to invest further in such partnerships. However, the enquiries keep coming in. This is not, I have to say, the result of a sudden overflow of ecumenical fervour so much as the fact that struggling small congregations with equally small struggling neighbours often regard a single congregation LEP as a potential ecumenical lifeboat out of terminal decline. 
How are we to respond? As a Sponsoring Body, we are tasked to promote and encourage the formation of LEPs. However, we also have a responsibility to ensure that no new Single Congregation LEP is entered into lightly or in a state of desperation, but rather ‘reverently, responsibly, and after serious thought.’ 

A Way Forward – some recommendations
We have established the need to make a clear distinction between category 1 (Single Congregation) LEPs,  and those where denominational congregations retain their own separate identity. From now on, we will therefore divide the LEP register into 2, and establish two distinct sets of guidelines for our care and support of each kind.
1: Care of  Category 2  LEPs

New Enquiries:
We will develop a culture that embraces and affirms a variety of ways of working together ecumenically in a local situation. Category 2 LEPs give certain strengths and freedoms to ecumenical cooperation, but new enquirers should also be encouraged to explore less formal models without the constraints of legal documents. The Warton Covenant could be a good model for others to adapt and adopt. 
If there are good reasons to adopt a more formal model, the Sponsoring Body will support the creation of a new Cat 2 LEP. 
The DEOs of each participating church will be responsible for working with the local congregations to establish these.
Existing LEPs:
The CEO will contact all our Cat 2 LEPs, explaining that, as the Sponsoring Body now has limited resources, they now need to take full responsibility for their own ongoing health and review. The Sponsoring Body can offer them the following resources to help them with this:
1. Regular emailings from the CEO keeping them in touch with the national and county scene

2. Through the website and e-mailings, the sharing of news and promotion of any events they wish to advertise
3. Help in finding appropriate people to assist them with the process of review, if requested – including helping them to find parallel LEPs with whom they might have a ‘peer mentoring’ relationship.

4. A simple review pro forma which they may choose to use.

5. The CEO’s willingness to visit / preach / address meetings / facilitate discussion etc.
6. The relevant DEOs’ expertise in addressing particular issues that may arise in the LEP’s common life 

7. Support, when requested, in petitioning their various Church Leaders in matters of oversight, particularly with regard to the appropriateness of new ministerial appointments to any of the partner churches. In order for us to be able to do this, the LEP must inform us of any impending vacancies.

In other words, the Sponsoring Body will move to becoming an encouraging and resourcing body rather than an overseeing body for Category 2 LEPs. 
2: Care of Category 1 (Single congregation) LEPs

New Enquiries

The Sponsoring Body will seek to see searching questions asked of any prospective new single congregation, and of their sponsoring denominations.  This will principally be done by the Denominational Officers of the participating denominations, who should seek to be  a link between the local situation and their denominational leader / oversight body. The CEO will also be happy to offer support and participate in discussions if requested.

Before the Sponsoring Body endorses any covenant of agreement for a new Single Congregation LEP, it will wish to confirm that there is clarity concerning the following issues:

· Means of calculation of, and payment arrangements for, ministry costs to each participating partner denomination

· Ownership of any assets

· Commitment to provision of ministry by the participating denominations both in the short and the longer term

· Procedures to be followed when any resident minister moves on

· Conformity of all foundational documents with the national guidelines published by Churches Together in England in collaboration with the Charity Commissioners.
Existing LEPs
The Sponsoring Body will focus most of its attention on Single Congregation LEPs. The Leadership of each denomination is asked to ensure that its DEO is 
· fully informed as to its involvement in single congregation LEPs

· made party to all discussions concerning matters of oversight.
The DEO of each partner denomination of an LEP will be responsible for ensuring that their denomination’s interests are protected and obligations met in the LEP’s life – in terms of finance, ecclesiology, worship and decision making.
The DEOs will therefore need to find ways of keeping in good contact with all their single congregation LEPs. 

Part of the Denomination’s undertaking in entering into Cat 1 LEPs will be ensuring that its DEO is given the time and the training necessary to enable them to fulfil these responsibilities.
The Sponsoring Body will become a sounding board to enable the DEOs to share any issues of concern in any of the Single Congregation LEPs in which their denomination is involved. 

The Sponsoring Body will offer resources 1 – 7 as per category 2 LEPs above.
The Sponsoring Body will be proactive in instigating the regular review of each single congregation LEP.
The CEO is there as a consultant – always willing to support the DEOS, offer resources and arbitrate if difficulties arise, but not directly tasked with oversight.

We will aim to offer a day conference, ideally in early 2011, for all ministers and lay leaders of single congregation LEPs. The idea would be for them to meet with us as the Sponsoring Body, share their experiences, and identify any issues which need to be addressed. If helpful, this could become an annual event – or could help us to see what sort of ongoing resourcing would be helpful
A Summary of our respective roles:

The Church Leaders remain responsible for ensuring their denomination plays its part in the exercise of joint oversight of any LEPs in which they are involved. The nuts and bolts of this task are delegated to their Denominational Officers, with whom they should remain in close communication.  If a denomination wishes to be involved in Single Congregation LEPs, its Leadership must ensure that it puts sufficient human resources and training into the role of DEO to make the work manageable.

The Denominational Officers are there to represent their denomination’s interests in the creation and ongoing management of LEPs. In the case of category 2 LEPs, that responsibility is pretty light touch, as outlined above. In the case of Single Congregation LEPs, it’s a heavier responsibility. 

The DEO also works as part of a team with the County Ecumenical Officer to inspire and resource ecumenical cooperation across the county. Those who do not have Single Congregation LEPS to worry about will clearly have more time and energy for this side of the work. 

The County Ecumenical Officer acts as a resource and consultant. She sits on the Sponsoring Body and is always ready to advise, arbitrate, be an advocate with the Church Leaders etc. She will provide consultation / training days as required. She is NOT, however, directly responsible for oversight.
All the Denominational Officers together with the County Officer form the Sponsoring Body, as all CTL’s partner churches own some responsibility for care of our LEPs, whether or not they are directly involved in them.  Therefore all DEOs are invited to be part of the Sponsoring Body discussions. Quakers, steeped as they are in concerns for equality and justice, and Roman Catholics, who – to quote Abp Patrick – have an understanding of ecclesiastical oversight written into their DNA, will have invaluable contributions to make to the questions around these issues which so often arise in our discussions about LEPs. 
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