International News

3,200 attend World Methodist

Conference

By PETER BENTLEY

About 40 laity and clergy
from Australia attended the
16th World Methodist Con-
ference held im Singapore,
23-31 July 1991.

Twelve people from this
group also attended the World
Methodist Council meeting as the
official representatives of the
Uniting Church in Australia. The
Uniting Church (along with
other United/Methodist-related
bodies) is one of 64 Chuiches in
the World Methodist Council.

The Council has a repre-
sentative membership of 500. Al-
together over 3,200 people
attended the Conference and
Council meetings and the many
special pre-meetings and consult-
ations. '

The Conference provides in-
terested people an opportunity to
attend a large Methodist-oriented
gathering for education, inspira-
tion and fellowship.

There were regular large scale
meetings, including the opening
service at which over 3,500
people joined in the celebration
of the eucharist and the 10 course
banquet dinner for nearly 4,000
people hosted by the Methodist
Church of Singapore.

There was a reasonable
ecumenical focus during the
gatherings. In one plenary ses-
sion, Professor Norman Young
(Vic) provided an insightful ad-
dress with some timely ecumeni-
cally related comments.

Professor Geoffrey Wain-
wright (UK) reported on ecumeni-
cal developments at the WMC
level, including the 25th year of
Roman Catholic/WMC conversa-
tions and also the hope for
dialogue in the future with Or-
thodox and Anglican com-
munions (see separate story).

The preacher at the ecumeni-

cal service was the
well-known Aus-
tralian Greek Or-
thodox priest, Rev.
John Chryssavgis
(representing the
Ecumenical Patriaz-
chate).

The World Me-
thodist Council is a
self-governing body
allowing repre-
sentatives the oppor-
tunity to participate
in the process of
drafting and voting
on resolutions. Reso-
lutions were com-
monly on matters of
procedure (which is
in dire need of an
overhaul!), social is-
sues and matters
referred from World
Methodist organisa-
tions (eg. Federation
of Methodist Wo-
men, World Evan-
gelism).

The most con-
troversial issues at
the Council meet-
ings were related to the Singapore
Government and its expulsion of

. the Christian Conference of Asia

(CCA) office in 1987 and the
recent introduction of the
Religious Harmony Bill which is
designed to prevent involvement
of religious leaders and groups in
political affairs. The actual meet-
ing of the Conference and Coun-
cil at Singapore in itself had been
a matter of controversy, pai-
ticularly for the Uniting Chuich,
and, of course, once everyone was
actually in the country the ques-
tions were highlighted.

After much debate in the Ex-
ecutive of the Council, certain
reasonably strongly worded
resolutions were passed and were
due to be presented to the Coun-

UCA Assembly President, Rev. Dr D’Arcy Wood,
celebrates communion during the opening service at
the World Methodist Conference.

cil. However, due it seems to the
premature release of the Execu-
tive decisions by the official
Methodist Press Office, any op-
portunity for these to be passed
was lost.

The Straits Times report on the
Executive decisions so embar-
rassed the Singapore Methodist
Church that their representatives
voiced even stronger objections
to the Executive Council
proposals to express objections to
the Singapore Government over
the expulsion of the CCA office.
In the consequent confusion and
negotiations, a ‘modified’ resolu-
tion was passed by the Council,
directing WMC officers to: “stay
in contact with the leadership of
the Methodist Church in Sin-
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gapore, member Churches of the
WMC in Asia. and the Christian
Conference of Asia, concerning
the expulsion of CCA; and with
the Methodist Church of Sin-
gapore regarding the Main-
tenance of Religious Harmony
Act. Further, that officers and the
Executive Committee be pre-
pared to work with the leadership
of the Methodist Church in Sin-
gapore to do all that it can to
promote religious liberty”.

The gatherings presented an
impressive picture of the diversity
within Methodism. Purple
bishops abounded in attendance,
including the Nigerian Methodist
Patriarch, entitied His Eminence,
S. C. Mbang. This stood in con-
trast to the recent Uniting
Church Assembly which assented
to the wishes of the majority of its
Church membership and voted
against the introduction of
Bishops.

The small groups — pondoks
— enabled the sharing of a range
of experiences, from living as a
Christian in a country which does
not allow witnessing to the
Gospel, to some North American
Christians who belong to in-
dividual Churches with larger
budgets than many of the mem-
ber Churches participating in the

Assembly General Secretary Rev. Gregor Henderson, Peter Butler and John
Roulston during debate at the World Methodist Conferenice.

Council. The North American
dominance is still obvious (they
have over 45 per cent of the Ex-
ecutive Council membership),
though there is a growing repre-
sentation from Africa, Asia and
South America.

For the next five years, the
Uniting Church in Australia will
be represented on the new Execu-
tive Council through its three ap-
pointed delegates, Ms Hilary

Christie-Johnston (Vic), Rev.
Vijay Paul (WA) and the new
President of the Uniting Church,
Rev, Dr D'Arcy Wood (ACT) and
also through Mrs Betty Davis,
who was appointed as the Vice-
Chairperson of the Executive (the
new Chairperson is Rev. Dr
Donald English from England)
and Rev, Jim Udy, who was re-
elected President of the World
Methodist Historical Society.
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