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T IS a mistake to imagine that the Anglican-Methodist conver- 
sations in Britain are something entirely new and of recent 

origin. To be understood they must be seen in the full context of 
the ecumenical movement of-which they are a part. 

This movement, which began so quietly and which is now sweep- 
ing through the Christian world, is regarded by many as the most 
significant manifestation of the work of the I-Ioly Spirit in recent 
times. It did not begin as a piece of cleric'al or administrative policy- 
making. Actually, it resulted from the context created through two 
lay movements. First, the Y.M.C.A. brought together young men 
of all Protestant denominations who soon discovered that they had 
much more in common than they had ever conceived. They realized 
that the things that divided the denominations, intractable as they 
seemed, were really small in comparison to the great riches they 
shared together in their common life in Christ. Similarly, the Stu- 
dent Christian Mov'ement brought together students of every de- 
nomination throughout the world and again coinpelled them to 
discover the riches of each other's tradition and to glimpse the pos- 
sibility of whlat the Great Church could be if once the broken 
Christian family could be reunited. 

From these two lay movements there came a generation of 
keen missionaries, who led the great advance of Christian faith 
into non-Christian lands. Very soon they rlealized the cost the 
church was paying for the divisions tlmt forced us to reduplicate 
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eflort and to misuse the pitifully limited supplies of manpower and 
money. Out of this bitter realization came the determination which 
found expression in the International hlIissionary Conference held 
at  Jerusalem in 1910, when it. was decided that wl~erever possible 
the churches should work together. One of the first results of this 
resolution was the foundation of union theological colleges in wllich 
tutors of different dcnolninations joined to  for111 the teaching staff 
for young nationals. 
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After JVorld War I the concept of one church appealed strongly 
to leaders who had already responded to the idea of the League 
of Nations. Everywhere men were beginning to realize that the 
world was one and that the goal of the future must be "the federa- 
tion of man in one world brotherhood." 

The Church of England in particular was sensitive to these new 
currents of thought, and when the Anglican bishops from all over 
the world met at the Lambeth Conference in 1920, they issued 
"an appeal to all Christian people," calling on the churches to seek 
the goal of unity and laying down the fundamentals which they 
believed must form the basis of any united church. Thley maintained 
that the visible unity of the church must involve 1) acceptance of 
the Holy Scriptures as the record of God's revelation of Himself 
to man and as being the rule and ultimate standard of faith; 2) 
the acceptance of the Nicene creed; 3) the acceptance of the sacra- 
ments of baptism and Holy Communion as divinely instituted and 
expressing thle corporate life of the church, and 4) the acceptance 
of the ministry aclcnowledged by every part of the church, pos- 
sessing both the call of the Spirit and the commission of Christ and 
the authority of the whole body. This appeal resulted in discussions 
between representatives of the Church of England and of the lead- 
ing English Free Churches-Methodist, Baptist, Congregational, I 

Presbyterian, etc.-but they were suspended in 1925, largely be- 
cause the Free Churches felt that the implication of these require- 
ments might endanger the principles of the Refonned faith and 
their evangelical witness. However, in 1930 they were resumed 
again after the Lambeth Conferenoe of that year had considered 
the outline scheme for church union in South India. These far- 
reaching proposals suggested a means by which Anglicans, Meth- 
odists, Presbyterians and Congregationalists could come together to 
form a new church, and clearly if this could and should take place 
in India, the mother churches at home had to ask themselves why 
such union could not take place in Britain. Eventually the discus- 
sions led to the publication in 1938 of thle Outline of a Reunion 
Scheme f o r  t h e  Church  of England and the  Free Churches in Eng- 
land. This new report agreed that if a united church was to come 
into existence, it would be episcopal in form since 80 percent of 
Christendom already has the historic episcopate, and it was thought 
to be unreasonable to expect so large a majority to give up a 
treasured possession, if the minority could accept it, should they 
so desire, as a gift from God. This reunion scheme wtas discussed 
by the Convocations of Canterbury and York in 1939 and by the 
Free Church Federal Council in 1941. The latter issued a negative 
reply which again itemized the difficulties these proposals had for 
Reformed churches and for those who held the evangelical position. 

With the outbreak of World War 11, the discussions again ceased 
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and it was not until the War was over that any return was made 
to the field. But in 1946 the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr. Geoffrey 
Fisher, preached his famous University Sermon at Cambridge in 
which he advocated a different approach. He thought it was d i k e -  
ly that we could move to constitutional reunion directly in England 
because of certain factors which did not obtain in the new iands 
overseas. Here in England the Church of England was established 
with speci'al relationships to the Crown and to Parliament. The 
Church of England was also the center of the worldwide Anglican 
communion so that it had special responsibilities, and, thirdly, the 
Archbishop referred to the wide division of very strongly held 
opinions by various groups within the church itself. These difficul- 
ties combined to make the situation complex and not easy of solu- 
tion, but the Archbishop proposed a more limited advance. He 
thought that in the Free Churches who had already agreed in the 
Lausanne Conference of Churches in 1927 that episcopacy must 
exist in a reunited church, could themselves accept episcopacy, 
this would create a group of parallel churches which would be in 
full communion with each other and the Church of England, recog- 
nizing each other's ministry and receiving each other's members 
at Holy Communion. 

This sermon led to new discussions between representatives of 
the Free Church Federal Council and the Church of England, out 
of which came a series of conversations between the Church of 
England and nine Free Churches, as well as representatives of the 
Free Church Federal Council. They produced in 1947 a report en- 
titled Church Relations in England, in which they examined the 
ways in which the Free Churches of England "could take episcopacy 
into their systems." They concluded thlat it was possible but that this 
was a matter which each church must decide for itself, and they 
left it for each church to talre what initiative it chose. 

There was a two-year pause while the report was studied. The 
Anglican Convocations set up committees to discuss the next step 
but only the Methodist Church, on the Free Church side took any 
action. They sent the report to the Faith and Order Committee, 
who reported to the Conference in 1953, which resolved "that the 
Methodist Church would be prepared to proceed to a further stage 
in the promotion of intercommunion with the Church of England," 
subject to certain assurances. These were (a) that the Church of 
England accept that our divisions are within the Christian Body, 
which is throughout in a state of schism; (b) that the same liberty 
of interpretation of the nature of episcopacy and of priesthood 
would be accorded to the Methodist Church as prevails in the 
Church of England; and (c) that the Metllodist Church would be 
free to preserve the relations of intercommunion and fellowship 
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with other non-episcopal churches which it now enjoys. That is to 
say, we were prepared to go ahead with certain reservations. 

In 1955 the Convocations of Canterbury and York replied, agree- 
ing substantially to each of these points, but adding certain reserva- 
tions of their own. These were (a) that they agreed that the Con- 
versations would take place within the body of Christ, though they 
did not like the ambiguities attached to the word "schism"; (b) 
they agreed to liberty of the interpretation but would want to be 
assured that the basic principles would be agreed, and (c) they 
did not think that our relation with non-episcopal churches need 
create insuperable barriers, though they would want to  know what 
was implied so as to safeguard their own discipline. The Methodist 
Conference in 1955 thought that these reservations were reasonable 
and accepted the invitation to enter into consultations on this basis. 

The Conversations therefore began in 1956 and lasted for nearly 
eight years. In 1958 an "Interim Statement" was issued, which very 
largely pointed the way the Conversations were going. It was pre- 
sented to both the Convocations and to the Methodist conference, 
and the members of both churches were urged to study it. It is, 
therefore, quite wrong to imagine that the final report which ap- 
peared in 1963 caught the Churches entirely unprepared or that it 
was the first word that they had ever heard of possible .union. The 
plain fact is that for forty years we have been thinking about this 
and have slowly pursued our way. 

Nor is there anything precipitate about the presentation. At Con- 
ference this year the Methodist Church will be asked wheth,er or 
not it wishes to vote upon the issue in 1965. If it decides it wants 
more time, it can have it. It is master in its own house. It can ac- 
cept, amend, or reject the proposals. 

Assuming for the moment that the Conference does approve in - 

general principle the idea of union and agrees also that the report 
offers a wlay forward, then both churches, if the Anglicans have 
also agreed: would set up negotiating committees to consider all 
amendments and any legal implications and would report again to 
both Churches, probably in 1967 or 1968. It would then have to 
go down as provisional legislation to the synods, so that it would 
be the next year before the scheme could begin to come into opera- 
tion. This, I think, is the very earliest, and more time might well 
be needed. The scheme itself envisages two stages, and what we 
have just been considering refers only to Stage One, that is a uni- 
fication of the ministries of both the churches and Methodist ac- 
ceptance of the episcopacy. This would. create a separate parallel 
church, but it would have immediate gains, especially in new 
areas and new towns and in the rapidly changing social scene in 
Britain. 

Immediately Stage One had been accepted negotiations would 
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begin on Stage Two, the organic union of the churches, and this is 
expected to take from fifteen to thirty years, for differences are deep 
and the legalities complex, involving many acts of Parliament going 
back for four hundred years. Difficult problems-Establishment, 
Parsons Freehold, the itinerancy, the liturgy, and the organization 
of the new church-have all to be worked out and again submitted 
to both churches. Many problems have been deliberately left for 
this second part of the task. 

May I clear up one misunderstanding. The Church of England, 
though established, is not supported out of taxes, nor is it as "dead" 
as some people in America seem to think. Some of the most imagina- 
tive experiments in evangelism are sponsored by Anglicans. 

But, and this is my last word, the scheme would be misunderstood 
if it was thought of only as a piece of ecclesiastical joinery. The 
impulse that lies behind it is the deep desire for union in answer 
to the Lord's Prayer for unity so that the church might witn'ess to 
the world the true nature of Christian love. In Britain many of us 
feel that our divisions, however justified in the past, are now of no 
service. The situation is desperate. Many millions of our fellow 
countrymen are estranged from the church. The forces of secu- 
larization are spreading rapidly and the church must engage upon 
the greatest missionary effort it has mlade. For  this wle need to 
deploy every man and every penny on a global strategy without 
waste or reduplication. Whether or not the present proposals are 
accepted, I, for one, believe that God is calling us along to this goal. 




