HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH
    By Dr. Riley B. Case

GLOBAL MINISTRIES AND MISSION SOCIETY 
   “Global Ministries and Mission Society” is the title of a significant resolution passed by the 2008 General Conference in Fort Worth (see Book of Resolutions, p. 727). The resolution mentions the fact that the Mission Society has “conducted itself with Christian grace and cooperation;” that the General Board of Global Ministries (GBGM) has worked collaboratively with other sending agencies (with the implication that such has not been the case with the Mission Society); that for too long there have been “some attitudes of competition around the notions of shared ministry” between the two agencies; and that the church is better served by cooperation rather than competition.  The statement then resolves that the church commend the Mission Society, and that there be new conversations and liaisons between it and GBGM, and that bishops, cabinets, and conferences acknowledge and support the work of the Mission Society.
    Don’t hold your breath.   It has been a year since the resolution was passed and so far no conversations are on the horizon.  Nor are there any evidences that acknowledgment and support are coming from bishops, cabinets, and annual conferences.   An article in the newsletter for retired GBGM missionaries was highly critical of the resolution.  When a positive relationship was developing between the society and some GBGM work in South America and a breakthrough seemed imminent, GBGM intervened and the project was not developed.  A feature article about this work was prepared by United Methodist Reporter but never published.  
    The Mission Society for United Methodists is celebrating its twenty-fifth anniversary this year.  It grew out of the concern about the number of UM missionaries, which had declined from 2,700 earlier in the century, and 1,453 in 1938 (at the height of the Depression), and 1,742 in 1960, to 453 in 1984 (and this after the EUBs were added).  There was further concern that the emphasis at GBGM had shifted away from winning a lost world to Jesus Christ, to liberation theology.  The Evangelical Missions Council, a group loosely associated with Good News, had sought, and had been involved in conversations with GBGM to express these concerns, but these talks broke off when it was evident no progress was being made.  At that point, in 1984, the Mission Society was formed.   It sought from the beginning to be a supplemental, and not a competing agency with GBGM.  Among its several purposes was an effort to keep missionary support within the United Methodist orbit from churches and individuals who had indicated they would no longer support the programs of GBGM.
    The Society from day one was vigorously opposed by bishops, conferences, and GBGM.  After the president of the Council of Bishops, James Thomas, had promised to help with the commissioning of the first missionaries, other bishops intervened and aborted the plan for the bishops’ blessing.   For years after, bishops, who could give special appointments to pastors to all sorts of secular and questionable agencies, refused to appoint to the Society.  Pastors were forced to take Leave of Absence or withdraw their credentials.  Even bishops who were somewhat sympathetic to the society had to resort to convoluted schemes to avoid directly appointing to the Society.  Some pastors serving under the Society were appointed to overseas conferences, several simply “to countries.”  At least one was appointed as a “conference evangelist” (though serving with the Society).    Part of the objection was the name “Society for United Methodists” which implied the agency had some official standing.  Eventually the words “United Methodist” were dropped so that it presently is simply the Mission Society.
    The Mission Society today reports 235 full-time missionaries on the field working in more than 30 countries (by way of contrast GBGM lists fewer than 200 overseas full-time career missionaries).   The Society has a missionary-to-home staff ratio of 11.5 to 1 (compared with 2 to 1 with GBGM).   Appeals to the Society come basically from bishops and conferences of overseas churches.   Large numbers have been won to Christ; lives have been changed; hope has been offered; churches, hospitals and schools have been built.  
     The remarkable stories of the good done by the society have gone dutifully unreported by United Methodist News Service, which is part of United Methodist Communications, the public relations arm of the church.   Work that is out of favor with bishops and boards and agencies, tends to be ignored by other “official” agencies of the church.

       The resolution of the General Conference is an indication that many in the church want to see cooperation and collaboration between faithful United Methodists.  The overseas church, which is growing rapidly, is leading the way in this desire for working together.  Some US bishops have expressed cautious support for a new relationship. 

   Perhaps a new day is on the way, but, as in many other areas, change comes slowly.

