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FOREWORD

Thete are, as the editor acknowledges, other books which would claim to communi-
cate just what the “Avec approach” is all about. This book, I believe, offers something
very different. We have here, in story form, the experiences of eighteen modern day
followers of Christ, ordained and lay, male and female, which together offer a power-
ful testimony to the effectiveness of the method. I am particularly encouraged to see
that the stories demonstrate use by different Churches, thus offering powerful ecu-
menical possibilities. It is also clear from all the stories that the process of analysis
and design, which in turn enables the creation of an appropriate, creative and affirm-
ing approach to many different Church and community situations is of lasting
importance to all concerned, not least those engaged in “the front line” of the mission

of the Church in today’s world.

Whilst it is true that “Avec” offers a particular approach, and indeed there are
other ways, nevertheless I believe that the stories offered here confirm that the “Avec
experience” offers a way forward that has stood the test of time and deserves to be
taken seriously. I warmly commend this book to all who are concerned with how we
effectively respond to the many different God given opportunities which life in the
COMMUNIty presents.

September 1996
David Sheppard, Bishop of Liverpool
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A PREFATORIAL NOTE

People may be surprised at this kind of a book from George Lovell’s pen. For this the
members of his advisory group must take responsibility, because it was we who
encouraged George to adopt this approach. It seemed important to us that peoplc
who have been influenced by Avec should be given the opportunity to tell their stories
and to explain the impact that it had had on them and the way they tackled their
work. This is why George is described as the editor not the author, The aim was to
choose people whose experience of Avec was positive. Of course there were some
people for whom this was not the case but the MARC Europe survey of Avec in 1?90
showed that the vast majority of people who had used Avec’s services had found it a
positive and helpful experience. We are glad to take responsibility for encouraging
George to adopt this approach because we believe the results speak for themselves.

Michael Bayley (Chair) Peter Russell
David Deeks Moira Sleight
Leslie Griffiths Catherine Widdicombe
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PREFACE AND
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

When I retired in 1991 as the director of an ecumenical service agency for church
and community work, Avec, the Trustees appointed me as a research worker for a
period of three years. Following a recommendation made by an independent survey
of Avec’s work by MARC Europe, they commissioned me to make contributions
towards “harvesting the work of Avec and to making its intellectual assets more read-
ily accessible”. I have been fully engaged in that task ever since. This is the third
book that results from that commission (the others are Analysis and Design, 1995;
Avee: Agency and Approach, 1996.) There is a sense in which it should have been the
first because it makes the other literature more accessible, It tells stories about the

_quite remarkable changes which occurred in clergy, religious and laity and churches

and organizations through courses and consultancy services provided by Avec and
through practising what they learnt in different situations.

Researching the effects of the work of Avec through collecting a clutch of stories
was the idea of a group who, from 1992 to 1996, acted as a research support group to
me. Their prefatorial note makes that clear. Initially I resisted the idea. T wanted to get
on with researching the methodology and writing hand and text books! Without that
group this book would not have been written. Members of the group saw it as “our”
project, theirs and mine. They worked through it stage by stage, discussing transcripts
of interviews and drafts of the sections. They kept me to our stated purpose of allow-
ing the stories to speak for themselves by dissuading me from including material T
wrote examining the implications of what was emerging. (That material was, in fact,
used to better effect in dvec: Agency and Approach, 1996.) The group helped and disci-
plined me to organize and carry out a more effective programme of research than I
would otherwise have done. (Some of my first “research notes” were off beam!) Moira
Sleight helped me to acquire some skills in “sub-editing” and, taking a cue from two
books by Mary Loudon, to convert the question-answer mode of the interview tran-
scripts to that of a story narrative. But more, the group acted as a pastoral group help-
ing me through the trying transition from director to research worker.

For all this I gladly acknowledge my indebtedness to them and especially to
Michael Bayley who acted as chair to the group and who was also a colleague and
research consultant to me between group meetings. They all gave of themselves gen-
erously and freely even though they were extraordinarily busy people. Thank you for
helping me to harvest twenty years of training and consultancy work.

Catherine Widdicombe, my colleague for over twenty-five years, was a member of
that group. She too was involved in harvesting the work in her own right and
through interviewing two people. I indicate just how important her support and col-
leagueship have been and thankfully still are by the dedication.

But there were others. A day with the Rev Professor Leslic Francis confirmed our
belief in the idea of interviews and helped us to consider various ways of putting it
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into practice. Then there was what I want to describe as the production team: Molly
my wife; Mrs Valerie Tredinnick and Sister Margaret (’Connor. Molly transcribed
most of the tape recordings on to disc. A tedious, difficult and time consuming task
which she did superbly. Valeric transcribed some of the recordings and typed and
re-typed the most messy edited version of the transcriptions. They worked hand in
\glove willingly and patiently over a period of two years. My gratitude is profound.
Thank you. Margaret read the sections as we produced them, smoothed out the
English, raised helpful questions and greatly encouraged me by her enthusiasm for
the project.

Initially the work was financed by Avec. When it ran out of money in 1993 I took
voluntary retirement in order to continue and complete the work. This was made
possible through a Leverhulme Emeritus Fellowship which paid for the research and
through the Victoria and Chelsea Circuit’s generous contribution to my income for
one year until I received my state pension. I am deeply thankful to both these bodics.
They made this harvesting possible. And, as I have said elsewhere, the spiritual and
moral support the Circuit has given to me for almost twenty years is one of the great
gifts I have received from the Church. Throughout the time that T have been working
on this book I have valued the colleagueship of the Rev Jed Davis, my superintendent
minister.

To Chester House Publications T am deeply grateful. This is the fourth of my
books they have published and each one they have improved. To the Rev David
Gamble 1 am greatly indebted. When the manuscript was completed he took it up
for publishing with an infectious enthusiasm on behalf of Chester House, worked on
it assiduously and quickly (goodness only knows where he found the time to do so}
and made creative suggestions which have improved the text generally and the first
chapter in particular. I value his partnership in this project. Deborah Spiers entered
and extended that partnership and contributed creative ideas to the presentation and
production of the book, as did Mark Howard of Twenty-Five Educational.

But my final word must be to thank the contributors from the bottom of my heart.
They gave of themselves generously. Listening to them tell their stories was a moving
journey of discovery. Continually I was amazed and humbled by how miuch had
evolved from so little. Things emerged which I could not have guessed at. It was a
time of revisiting, catching up with what happened and gaining new insights info
what Avec had been about.

September 1996
George Lovell
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Chapter One
BACKGROUND TO THE STORIES

I went to Avec to get some extra skills. I came away from Avec a more
developed person and therefore mote skilled.

A Roman Catholic Parish Priest

I have received a lot and grown a lot through my involvement with
Awec... To stand back, not just from my working situation, but from
myself and my life, in order to look, assess, set targets and to think later-
ally, has been of tremendous value. I am quite a different person because
of my involvement with Avec. A United Reformed Minister

The gvec approach is a way of life that is indivisible between working in
the church or the community as a member of a family or getting on with
my mates down the road. I am committed to it because | am passionate-
ly convinced about the rightness of our calling as Christians to help to
create the kind of human societies that reflect the values of the New
Testament and particularly those of the Gospels. A4 Methodist Minister

You don't need a university education to be empowered and that is what
the avec approach does for all kinds of people.

What I got out of those furlough courses were things that are real to
my situation because they are true to life... In relation to my work in
Nigeria over the past fourteen and a half years, Avec courses... have
been the single most helpful thing in the area of professional develop-
ment that has happened to me. '

A Roman Catholic Laywoman, a Mission Partner in the Methodist Church

This is what T want to say to churches: “Look, here is something that we
see can work. It is not a high-tech, high profile method. But the method
ha.ls afinities with the method which God uses. So it has to have something
going for it.” A member of a Roman Catholic Religious Order of women

Tlllese quotations are culled from the eighteen short stories which form the core of
this book. It is a collection of people’s stories packed with adult case histories. It is
not a facientiﬁc survey but it is research into the effects of a unique approach to work-
ing W"ltl’} people. Each story illustrates what the book is all about, a transforming way
of worklng and living, of doing and being. All the people interviewed came to value
and practise this way of working through attending courses run by an agency called
Avec, or through using the consultancy services provided by the staff. From 1976 to
'1994 Av‘lac was an ecumenical service agency for church and community work based
in the Kings Road, Chelsea. It is described briefly in the display at the end of this
chapter alca{lg with a note about subsequent developments. As an aid to more readily
understal.'ldmg the stories, the third section of this chapter outlines some of the ideas
upon which Avec based its work and the methods it used.
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THE NEED FOR PRACTITIONERS’ STORIES

A hardy annual at the end of courses and consultancy sessions was, “How do I
explain to my colleagues and friends the experience that I have just had? It is so dif-
ferent from other discussions about my work.” The most helpful answer was, “Tell
your story and then, if they are interested, tease out with them what was important to
you in the procéss and the approach.” That is what this book allows a widely repre-
sentative group to do in relation to what happened to them during their initial expe-
rience of the approach and afterwards for periods of up to twenty-three years.

All the stories are about journeys that the contributors made from traditional
approaches to one which emphasizes the importance of working with as well as for
people. (That is why the agency was called Avec, French for wizh. Not surprisingly
the approach has become known as the avec approach.) A considerable amount of lit-
erature is now available about this approach. It describes the theory, theology and
practice and the ways in which it has been tested and researched. It discusses the
tricky problems of putting it into practice and the rewards of doing so. It examines in
some depth how to help individuals and groups themselves to analyse and design
their work. Generally speaking this material is about the “how” and the “why” of the
approach. This book, through allowing contributors to tell their stories in their own
words and to reflect on their experiences, meets a cluster of needs through bridging a
gap in the literature.

One of the reasons why this book is necessary is that whilst T was collecting these
stories the unexpected news broke that Avec was to cease to trade in August 1994,
Leaving aside all the anguish and disappointment, I had several reactions in relation
to writing this book. First, I felt deeply that it was important to tell the stories so
that consideration could be given to ways of compensating for what was being lost. A
second response was that collecting testimonies was a somewhat bizarre activity that
exposed the improvidence of closing a resource of proven value. The questions that
haunted me were, “What will be the effect upon those who want to have the kind of
experience that these people had?” “Will the stories simply be cruelly tantalizing?”
Developments have eased the pain of the questions but only slightly. For instance the
Avec Association was inaugurated (see The Appendix: Current Avec Type
Resources). Consequently direct experience, the preferred option for many, is still an
option through courses and services provided by this Association. And, whilst Avec’s
closure sadly reduced the courses available, the services it provided over a period of
cighteen years multiplied the number of practitioners and consultants in the major
denominations at work in different parts of the country and the world and thereby
increased opportunities for direct experience of the approach through them. But the
questions did not go away. The resources for providing what Avec offered are meagre
and something of a scandal. The need for agency services remains.

Gradually, a little more light dawned through discovering that the stories we were
collecting for this book were windows on telling experience charged with human
interest and doors into understanding the practice, theory and theology of the
approach. Someone, for instance, who had not experienced the approach read various
books about it. Then she read the first two of these stories I produced. Immediately,
she said, she gained an understanding of what the approach was all about in a depth
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that had eluded her in her other reading. This showed that the stories provide a vicari-
ous experience of the approach and enable people to examine the experiences and the
approach and to come to their own judgements about them. At the same time they
give many clues about how to practise them and about the nature of the underlying
ideas and beliefs. They do not purport to be a systematic presentation of the method-
ology, theory and theology that has been done elsewhere, although the charted sum-
maries in the final chapter go some way towards scanning major themes and issues.
They point to what could be a useful exercise — to formulate from the stories a code of

good practice and basic theory and theology. Rosemary Mellor did just that from her
own experience (see Chapter V).

Eventually I saw that for those who do not have access to direct experience, this
book provided an entry into what could be described as a “distance learning pro-
gramme”. Once people had got the feel of the approach and a desire to practise it, a
range of handbooks, also grounded in experience, can help them to study and learn
about it in relation to: practising the approach in local situations; working with
groups, churches and communities; analysing and designing church and community
work; acting as a work consultant; providing in-service and consultancy services, In
fact, now that this material is available, serious consideration can be given to distance
learning programmes. And, as can be seen from the Appendix, the books can be seen
as a sequential study course for individuals or groups. In addition there is a consider-
able amount of research material and extensive archives. (Details of resources and
publications are given in the Appendix.)

One of the joys of collecting and editing these stories was the excitement of seeing
new things about an approach I had been practising, researching, teaching and writ-
ing about for thirty years. It was a manifold learning experience. Apart from what I
was learning about the approach, it was a stimulating experience of the extraordinary
range of work within which the Church is engaged. So, the book is for seasoned

practitioners and for those who want a picture of the awvec approach at work in the
Church at large.

Throughout, my basic objective is to promote the understanding and practice of,
and research into, the avec approach to working with people in religious and secular
settings with especial reference to:

* churches and allied Christian organizations and those with whom they work in
Church and society;

* practitioners at all levels;
* consultants; ‘
the analysis, design and evaluation of church and community work;

training .o.f practitioners, consultants and those engaged in appraisal schemes;
the provision of Avec type services.

THE STORIES

P‘\ll the contributors to this book came to value the aver approach through direct expe~
n;nc‘e of it. ‘They represent five denominations — the Church of England, the Church
of Ireland, Methodist and Roman Catholic Churches and the United Reformed
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Church. Two are lay-people; one is a deaconess; four are Roman Catholic religious;
one is an Anglican priest; and one is a Church of Ireland priest. Six are Methodist
ministers, of whom one was President of the British Methodist Conference and one
was the President of the Methodist Church in Sierra Leone; two are Roman Catholic
priests; one is a United Reformed minister. Theologically they varied enormously
across the evangelical-radical spectrum. They were engaged in 2 wide range of work.
Nine of them were working in local churches and parishes varying from urban and
deprived to suburban and privileged. One person was working with travellers in
Treland, another with profoundly deaf people in Manchester and in a national organi-
zation. One person was the Overseas Service Secretary for the Methodist Church;
another was the Secretary to the Conference of Religious, England, Scotland and
Wales. Yet another person was the Principal of a college which serves a broad based
evangelical church. Together they represented work in the UK, Republic of Ireland
and West Africa and in several other parts of the world. Some people had only a few
months experience of the ave approach, several had upwards of twenty and one had
twenty-three years. So the stories touch on many important aspects of the working
lives of very different practitioners in a wide range of situations.

This collection of stories of experiences of the avec approach complements MARC
Europe’s extensive 1990 postal survey of about a thousand people who had attended
Avec courses and used its consultancy services. Strengths and weaknesses of the
courses and services were identified. The results were published in a 240 page report.!

Overwhelmingly those surveyed put high value on the experience and found what
they had learnt useful, although they were not uncritical. The result was a very help-
ful profile of the work of Avec. Accounts of people’s experience were needed to bring
the statistics to life. This led us to decide to collect the stories using a life-work-his-
tory method.

We decided to concentrate on exploring what happens when people have good
creative experiences of avee and to tease out what makes for such experiences. In
other words to research what works rather than what does not wotk. Of course, as
nothing works petfectly, the stoties also showed what did not work and what would
not have worked for these people.

There were several things that we needed to know in order to understand, illus-
trate and explore what happened to practitioners and their work when the ave
approach really worked for them and those with whom they were involved. The fol-
lowing questions were ones which we felt would get people to tell the kind of stories
we needed.

» How did you come to have an experience of Avec and its approach?

» What did you feel about it at the time?

* What did it mean to you?

+ Did anything significant occur as a consequetice?

+ What has been the subsequent effect, usefulness, value of anything you
gained from your Avec experience(s)?

f S oyt bcovira o

1 Vg Favec: A Service Agency for Church and Community Werk, MARC Furope Report
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* Have you been able to use the approach with people of different
backgrounds, education and culture? ’
. in \;;hat ways did the approach gel or jar with your beliefs?
s there anything that came out of your experiences that ish t
to the wider Church? R T
* Do you wish to say anything clse?

Ch‘oosing a representative sample was difficult. Criteria used were: gender; denomi-
nation; status — lay, religious, ordained to diaconal and presbyteral ministries; variety
of work and situations; period over which the gvec approach had been exp(;rienced
and practised; availability and willingness to be interviewed. We were spoilt for
choice. Hundreds of possibilities were reduced to a short list of eighty. Principal fea-
tures of the group of eighteen that we recruited are described above.

‘ Gradually, as the interviews proceeded, it became clear that through these ques-
tions we were exploring two different but complementary experiences of the
apProach and therefore two fundamental questions. The first was the experience of
being on the receiving end as it were, of the gvec approach on Avec courses or in
Avec consultancy sessions. The second kind of experience was of the practitioners

themsel\.res using the @vec approach in their own work and in training and consultan-
cy situations.

All the s.tories, therefore, refer to the same approaches, methods, body of knowl-
edge, practice theory and theology. Naturally, staff members used these idiosyncrati-
cally and each event had its own characteristics and ethos. Of course, the experiences
of those interviewed varied. Nonetheless there was an underlying consistency of
approach and a stable but ever developing corpus of core concepts which together
formed common reference points.? However, there was a disadvantage in this. The
expeticnce of being on the receiving end of someone using the avec approach was
equated or confused with the experience of Avec. People quite unconnected with
Avec can and do use an aver approach. The relationship between agency and

approach can be dissolved. Indeed Avec’s effectiveness depended upon the umbilical
cord between them being severed.

An a]].ie(‘i danger is that of equating or confusing the aver approach or the experience
of f'\vec. with those through whom they were mediated, There are real dangers and
major disadvantages in personalising approaches and movements. It is a simplistic reso-
lution Of. the complex interplay between approach, agency and staff which can lead to a
pcrsonah}-y cult. In turn that can cause people to assume that the approach is simply for
pelop.le with a particular personality. The stories in this book are palpable evidence that
this is not the case. The approach can be married to any personality and the union will
talfe on its own character. Distinguishing between approach, agency and staff helps to
ob]ectﬂ':y cach and to examine the interaction between them, the ways in which they are
embodied in each other and their different subjectivities.

2 P 1y
rofessar Gillian Stamp of Brunel Institute of Organization and Social Studies (BIOSS), considers that the

accumulati A . . .
] tive Avec experience from the flexible and wide ranging application of a consistent approach over a period
ok twenty years provides invaluable data.
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My purpose is to portray essentials of the nature and value of the approach
through relating stories of what the ave approach has meant to people differing sig-
nificantly from each other in temperament, theology, churchmanship and situation.
And in this way to indicate that it is generic and universal.

What were we going to do with the stories when we had got them? That was a
question we struggled with in the Research Support Group. ‘There were several pos-
sible ways of proceeding. One was to determine in advance the points we wished to
make, and collect and edit the stories to demonstrate those points. Another was to
extract from the stories key points, use them to establish the structure of the book
and use the stories to illustrate the points. A third possibility was the one we chose
after much thought. Tt was to let those interviewed and their stories speak for them-
selves. We needed and wanted to get at the genuine core of the experience of a group
of people and to communicate it as honestly as possible through the written version
of their verbal statements. Everything possible was done to achicve this.

From the outset of the interviews it was clearly understood by all coneerned that
the material would remain confidential to the Research Support Group and to myself
and that it would be used for wider publication only with the express permission of
the pesson who had given the interview. One of the effects of this was that people
felt sufficiently secure to explore things openly and freely.

Stories were obtained by tape recording extended personal interviews with each
person. Catherine Widdicombe interviewed two people, Maureen Cohnor and Brian
Woodcock. I interviewed the others. OQur aim was to get people to recall their experi-
ences and to reflect upon them. Those we interviewed had prior notice of the princi-
pal questions mentioned carlier. This gave the overall structure of the sessions. All
the questions were open ones; leading and loaded questions were avoided. Questions
were aimed at getting them to talk freely about their experience. We did not
pre-determine what we wanted to get out of the interviews: we did not have a list of
points that we wished to illustrate. What we wanted was for them to tell their stories
honestly and to encourage them to go beneath the surface. That was made abundant-
ly clear. We went back to several people to explore things further through second
interviews and correspondence. Persistently we pressed people to tell us about any
difficultics they had experienced related to beliefs and practice.

At times we had to exercise considerable discipline over ourselves to stay in role.
At several points we were seriously tempted to move into a work consultancy mode.
All our instincts, experience and interests were pushing us in that direction.
Somehow we managed to keep sufficiently in role during the interviews. Afterwards
we reverted to type!

The tapes of the interviews were transcribed. Fach person received a copy of their
interview. Copies were also sent to the members of my Research Support Group.
Then T edited the transcripts, converting the question-answer conversation into 2
continuous narrative as spoken by the person interviewed. A copy of this was sent to
the person interviewed and to each member of the Group. I wrote an introduction
and drew out points of significance. A copy of this, too, was sent to the person inter-
viewed and to each member of the Group. This process stimulated dialogue between
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us which contributed much to this book. Agreed versions of the stories are repro-
duced here. In all essentials they are as they were originally told and I have the evi-
dence to prove it! As far as possible, the spoken style of contributors was preserved in
the extensive editing of transcripts. We were concerned that the accounts remained
what they were, stories that were told, not written. And that means some untidyness.

When asked for permission to publish, two contributors were hesitant. They want-
ed their stories to be told to further a cause to which they were committed. But they
felt diffident about going into print because they had spoken about personal matters
from the heart, because they might appear to be more capable than they felt and
because they reacted negatively to their own words in print. The suggestion that |
should note this assuaged their feelings and they freely gave permisston to publish. I .
understand their feelings because in a very real sense these stories are part of my story
and that of Avec. I feel considerable diffidence about some of the complimentary
things said but I was under strict instructions not to delete them.

After the most careful consideration one person felt unable to give permission for
her story to be published under her own name. FHer main reasons were that she did
not want to risk the possibility of reactivating conflict, undoing progress gained at a
high price and hurting people unnecessarily. Eventually, because my Research
Support Group and I felt that it was so important, the person concerned decided to
allow it to be published pseudonymously. It makes a unique contribution even
though inevitably something has been lost by disguising it.

The significance of this small collection is greatly enhanced because there are
untold numbers of similar stories. The objective evidence for this is documented by
unsolicited testimonies, in-house evaluations by members of courses and staff over a
period of almost twenty years and by the MARC Europe survey already mentioned.
Thousands of people have contributed to this accumulative assessment: clergy, reli-
gious, lay people of ten denominations; men and women working at all levels on a
wide range of work throughout the U.K. and in some thirty other countries.

The stories form by far the greatest part of this book. Each story has a brief intro-
duction and a postseript highlighting significant features. They are grouped under
chaplter headings: collaborative ministry; working with people in parishes in areas of
deprivation; changes in organizations; consultations about vocation and work. But
most stories break out of the boundaries of one chapter into the others. |

The pext section gives background information which helps readers to understand
frequent references to Avec courses and services and the aver approach. In Chapter
VI, as an aid to reflection, I summarise and chart the stories, the changes that
occurred and the issues and subjects discussed. Then, in the Appendix, for those who

are mt.erer?ted in pursuing the approach further, the resources available for them to do
so are indicated,

AVEC, AGENCY AND APPROACH

Tl'ﬁS section sketches out aspects of the common background to the stories, Avec,
:.n describes_the‘ things to which frequent reference is made. Thus, it is a glossary of
ctms. The aim is to help those unacquainted with Avec to understand the stories
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more readily and more fully. However, the stories speak for themselves. They can be
read with profit without any background knowledge. You may well prefer to skip this
section, especially if you are acquainted with the agency and the approach, and use it
for elucidation as necessary.

Avecs origins go back to the early sixties and to a comparatively small group of
people who, on theological and practical grounds, were disenchanted with directive,
authoritarian and paternalistic approaches. They were attracted to the non-directive
approach to working with people as practised by Dr T. R. Batten and Mrs M. Batten,
with its central concept of working with rather than for people. All their experience
said that this was needed in the Church and by the Church in its work in the commu-
nity. It tallied with their Christian faith. They studied it; they attended training cours-
es run by the Battens; they tested it out in their church and community work; some of
them researched it. I was one of those people. Catherine Widdicombe was another.

From 1966-72 I was a Methodist Minister in South London, During this time I
wrote a doctoral thesis on my work as the minister of a local church. It showed that
the non-directive approach was instrumental in bringing a dying church alive to itself
and its neighbourhood. The approach has been a principal force in twenty-five years
of remarkable developments in what became known as Parchmore Methodist
Church, Youth and Community Centre.?

Whilst I was working in Parchmore, Catherine Widdicombe was heading up the
late Archbishop Worloclds secretarial team at the Second Vatican Council in Rome.
The experience changed her profoundly. She threw herself enthusiastically into play-
ing her part in implementing the findings of the Council. Gradually she came to the
conclusion that priests and lay people would have to learn how to act non-directively.
This was an enormous undertaking for people formed and schooled in an authoritar-
ian system.

Catherine Widdicombe and I first met in the late sixtics. I had tested out the
Battens’ approach in one denomination. On the course she designed an
action-research project to test out the approach in other denominations. It became
known as Project 70~75. An ecumenical tearmn, of which I was a member, was formed
in 1969 to carry out this Project. This team worked with the clergy and laity in one
typical Council of Churches area in North London on their schemes and projects
and it ran training courses for them. The ministers, priests and laity of the sixteen
churches involved concluded that the approach was highly applicable to all aspects of
the work of their denominations: Anglican, Baptist, Congregational, Church of
Christ, Methodist, Moravian, Roman Catholic and United Reformed.

All this convinced Methodist and Roman Catholic authorities that an agency was
needed to promote this approach throughout the Church. Avec was inaugurated in
1976 to do that. By common consent it has made major contributions to the life and
work of all the main denominations through the provision of work consultancy and
training services,

3 The story is told in The Parchmore Partnership, by George Lovell, Garth Rogers and Peter Sharcocks. Edited by
“*Malcolm Grundy (Chester House Publications, 1995)
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Avec’s Stance on Church and Community Development

Avec staff believed in the Church, its minjstry and mission. It was their organization.
They loved it even though they were aware of its deficiencies. They held office in it.
They were variously commissioned, ordained, supported and employed by it. It was
the base from which they sought to work for betterment. They had discovered that
the Church could make unrivalled contributions to human and spiritual development
far beyond itself when it drew upon the insights, approaches and methods associated
with the newly emerging discipline of community development. They had also dis-
covered that this discipline could help clergy, religious and lay people to work more
effectively with their own members and to promote theological reflection. They were
staunchly committed to working with the church as a whole for the common good.
They aimed to get ministers, religious and lay people at all levels working purposeful-

ly together on equal terms with others in society for the interrelated development of
* church and community;

* Christians and non-Christians;
* people and their environment;
* the human and the spiritual.

Doing this i.nvo'lved promoting the practice of the profession of Christian ministry —
lay and orda.lned, individual and collective — in secular and religious settings, Figure 1
expresses this diagrammatically in what has become a hallmark of the awvee approach.

Adopting the approacles sketched out below led practitioners to set their work in
a wider sctting: to see their church or organization and their position in it as a base
from which to worlk for betterment of all within their area. That area might be a
parish, a circuit, a diocese/district, a denomination. The overall objective was to work

for the human and spiritual well-being and common good of all the people in their
organization and area.

neighbourhood

working with J
I

for
interrelated development
f

o
[
\ church and community
|
Christians and non-Christians

1
people and environment

human and spiritual

Figure 1: Tnterrelated Development
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This gave a broad based perspective on ministry and mission which led to working
holistically with different teligious and social systems. Clearly it was quite different
from working in the church, for the church, with the church and serving the congre-
gation only. It included these things and all that goes with them such as Christian
education and pastoral care. It was also different from getting churches and their
members engaged in community work simply to get more people to attend church —
however desirable an outcome that might have been. Essentially it was about getting
people themselves to make the places and organizations in which they live, work,
worship, relax and die the best possible places that they can be — places in which
people find satisfaction for their personal, social and spiritual needs and in which
they love and care for one another. It was about building human and spiritual com-
munity and the social and religious organizations which sustain and service it. In
short it was about Christians working to and for the whole through “their” part of it.

Basic Elements
Particular reference is made in these stories to eight basic aspects of Avec and its
courses and services. They are:

1. the non-directive approach and worker

2. work consultancy

3. ten-day courses

4. work paper groups and sessions

5. missionary and final furlough courses

6. action-research

7. the diploma courses

8. the avec approach to church and community development.

1. The non-directive approach and worker

At the heart of the non-directive approach is the desire and the commitment to get
people to think, decide and act for themselves in the light of as much information as
they can handle. This involves emphasizing the need to work wizh people as well as
for them. Dr T. R. Batten coined the phrase. For him non-directive workers aim to
help all kinds of people, separately and together, to think seriously, deeply, analytical-
ly, imaginatively and purposefully for themselves about the substance of work, life
and faith and to act upon their conclusions.

The stories and reflections show that this approach is as positive as the title is neg-
ative. I have searched for an alternative title but with no success so far. Speaking of
the avec approach, i.e. the “with” approach, is the best alternative so far.

2. Work consultancy

Broadly speaking work consultancy is to practitioners and their work what counselling
is to people and their lives. It is a particular application of the non-directive approach.
Consultants (those who are consulted) help consultors (those who are consulting) to
think through aspects of their work and what they feel about it and to decide what
action to take and how to take it. Non-directive work consultancy enables consultants
and consultors to be vigorously proactive in ways which help consultors to be more cre-
atively active in their own right. It facilitates the bonding of consultants and consultors
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necessary for consultancy sessions and the freedom necessary for consultors to be inde-
pendent practitioners beyond and between consultancy sessions.

3. Ten-day courses

Avec’s ten-day courses were work consultancy courses. They were not exercises in
“group dynamics,” or “I" groups” or “sensitivity training”. But, like consultancy ses-
sions, they involved examining not only work but personal and socio-religious rela-
tionships between people in churches and community groups.

All these courses had certain basic elements in common but each was tailored to
the particular needs of its members. They were generally held in two periods of five
days separated by a month or so. Ideally they comprised a group of twelve to eighteen
people with two or three staff members. Beforehand members were required, by way
of guided preparation, to write a paper on their work. During the course, members
and staff studied systematically cach work situation in turn.

Another principal aspect of this kind of course was the critical analysis of ideas
about theory, theology and practice of working with people in churches, organiza-
tions and communities for spiritual and human development. Combined with this
was a critical evaluation of the course members’ experience of the approaches and
methods used by Avec staff. Throughout the aim was to enable members to decide
precisely what implications all this might have for them, their work and their church-
es and organizations.

As the work of Avec evolved, adaptations of this basic model formed the basis for
courses for specific groups. For instance there were courses for those working regionally,
nationally and internationally. But the greater majority of these courses were for mixed
ecumenical groups of people working at various levels in different kinds of work.

4. Work paper groups and sessions

By common consent the most significant part of these courses was the study of the
papers members had to write about their work situation. This was done in what we
c'a]led “work paper” groups which had around six members. Time was allocated exclu-
sively to each member in turn and his/her work situation (normally a short tutorial, a
1'% hour and a 20 minute group work session during each of two weeks separated by
about a month). They followed a set sequence of tasks. First they sought to understand
how the practitioner thought and felt about his/her work. (To see it through her/his
eyes. To stand in her/his shoes. To empathise with her/him.) Second they analysed the
underlying dynamics of the situation. Third they helped the practitioner to determine
fohat .action sfhe can and wants to take. (Not what they would do if they were in the
situation which is of little value because they were not the person concerned and they
Wete 1ot in the situation!) So they worked through a sequence of activities — describing,
analysing, synthesising, designing and deciding what action to take.

. Studying situations in this way was a fascinating but demanding discipline. Tt

lnvol':red the creative interaction of the practitioner’s and the group members’ per-

spectives of hisf’her situation. Once people got the hang of this it was quite exciting

E)tsaiidtﬁfm try}ng out this and tha:c suggestion, teasing out why a suggestion did not
en trying another one until something did fall into place.

1




Telling Expetiences

5. Missionary and final furlough courses

Avec organized courses in collaboration with the Methodist Church Overseas Division
for missionaries returning from overseas to work in the United Kingdom. These were
variously known as missionary and final furlough courses. They were residential courses
for missionaries, their spouses and families. The first part was a five-day course soon
after they returned and before they started work in this country. It concentrated on the
transition, debriefing, rehabilitation, preparation for the work they were going to take
up. The second part was a five-day course about a year later which focussed on what
had happened to them during their fisst year in this country and the work in which
they were engaged, this they examined very much as people did on the ten-day courses.
Later there were courses for people on furlough who were to return to work overseas to
enahle them to study the work in which they were engaged.

6. Action-research

Action-research is a way of continuously assessing work done in church and commu-
nity for what can be learnt from it, and ploughing back whatever is learnt to inform
future decisions and actions. Practitioners collect data through their role as
non-directive “participant ohservers”, sometimes active at other times passive. They
are ideally placed to explore, from within, the processes by which positive and nega-
tive changes occur and the sequence of events which lead to them. They are their
own research instruments.

Action-research methods were widely used in Avec. They helped staff and
Associates to develop Avec as an organization and to evaluate and refine its courses
and services. Full and part-time staff members used them to research their work for
higher degrees. Fach member of the diploma course described below, undertook a
programme of action-research on an aspect of their church and community work.

7. The diploma course

The two-year part-time diploma course was inaugurated in 1986. Tt was taught at
Avec by Avec staff and validated by Roehampton Institute. Members were enabled to
write their own study and research proposals, to examine the theory, theology and
practice of church and community development through seminars, some of which
they themselves led, to study action research approaches and methods which they
used to examine critical aspects of their work and to write essays, position papers and
a dissertation.

8. The avec approach to church and community development

“Avec” is not an acronym. As we noted earlier it is simply French for “with”, chosen to
epresent the central concept of working with people for human and spiritual
well-being and development in church and community. Avec embodied, represented
and promoted this way of working and the spirituality it engenders. Its aim was to get
clergy, religious and laity, churches and Christian organizations to do the same. “Avec”
soon came to be used in two distinct but complementary ways: to refer to an organiza-
tion in the King’s Road; to describe what Avec is all about as there is no single term
that describes it adequately. This double usage threads its way through this book
because it was part of the vocabulary of those who told their stories. Avec is used
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when the reference is to the first meaning, an organization. dvec or avec is used when
referring to the second meaning, the approach which for many became a way of life
expressed through a distinctive work culture. It is the second of these meanings that is
important because it is of far wider significance than Avec as an organization. Awvec, as
an approach and philosophy, as an aspect of pastoral and applied theology and as
movement outlives Avec as an organization. Indeed, Avec’s raison d’etre was to pro-
mote the avec way of working in religious and, through them, in secular organizations.

Aims in Using These Methods

There were several things which we in Avec hoped to achieve through the use of these
approaches and methods. We wanted to enable all kinds of people to work with others
for human and spiritual development. We wished to create an environment conducive
to practitioners, consultants and trainers using work study tools to promote thoughtful
developmental action. We wanted to help practitioners to study their working situa-
tions critically at a particular moment in time and over a period of time. We wanted to
give participants in Avec’s courses experiences of the non-directive approach and the
work study tools and opportunities to assess them and to begin to learn how to use
them. We wanted them to draw upon anything which might help them from the body
of knowledge which Avec bad accumulated from their experience of, and studies in

church and community development. We were concerned that practitioners formulat:
ed their own practice-theory. We wanted them to develop their work consultancy
skills. We wanted them to be able to use action-research methods in their work. In
short we wished clergy, religious and laity to become even better reflective practition-
ers able to develop reflective religious and secular communities.

Now read the stories to sce the progress made in relation to these aims.
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Avec started in September 1976 with two full-time staff members, plans for two or
three courses and promises of grants to cover the shordfall for the first two or three
years. The staff, Miss Catherine Widdicombe, 2 member of the Grail Community and
the Revd Dr George Lovell, a Methodist Minister, were working from their homes. By
1991, when George Lovell retired as director to become the research worker until
1993, Avec was a well-established service agency with a group of associate and
part-time staff, a London base — offices, seminar room and a small specialist library. it
had conducted over 300 courses ranging from half-day conferences to a two-year
part-time post-graduate diploma in church and community development with ten-day
work and theory courses as the central core of the programme. It had also provided
consultancy services to or worked on some: 130 projects mostly in this country but
some in Africa and Ireland. All this meant that Avec had worked with over 7,500 peo-
ple of ten denominations — almost 4,000 Roman Catholics, 2,000 Methodists and 1,500
Anglicans.

These services were used by people at all levels (5,000 at local and 2,500 at regional
and national levels), by clergy (2,800}, religious, deaconesses and church workers
{3,800) and lay people {1,000). The subject matter was varied — it included most forms
of local church and community work and specialist worlc with, for example, profoundly
deaf people and travellers, There were courses for specific groups such as missionaries
(on furlough and returning}, religious (for superiors and provincials) and people work-
ing at regional and national levels. This worlk was undertaken by the two full-time staff
members supported by one or two part-time staff, associate trainers and by a small
administrative staff. '

According to an independent survey by MARC Europe, Avec courses and consultan-
cy services were generally very well received. They were still appreciated years after
clients attended them, and wére found to be helpful, practical and life-changing.

Avec had three full-time workers: George Lovell (1976-1993); Catherine
Widdicombe (1976—1992); Malcolm Grundy {1991-1994). In 1994 the Trustees decid-
od that Avec must cease to trade due to financial difficulties. Four things remain. The
Avec Association provides some training and consultancy services. The Avec
Reference Library, housed at Westminster College, offers an unusual collection of
books on church and community development. Avec Publications and Avec
Resources provide 2 range of books and papers.

Avec: Agency and Approach by George Lovell (An Avec Publication, 1996) describes
‘what made and marred the agency during the period 1976-91.

Display 1. A Note About Avec and Its Services
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Chapter Two
COLLABORATIVE MINISTRY

These stories are about difficulties, realities and rewards of pursuing collaborative
ministry in Haiti, in urban and suburban areas of Britain, in an evangelical training
college and in Northern Ireland during the height of the troubles. Three of the con-
tributors are Methodist ministers and one is a priest from the Church of Ireland. At
the time of interview their experience of the gver approach ranged from fourteen to
twenty-three years. For all of them it had become a way of working and living.

One:
THE MINISTER AS TECHNOCRAT
Leslie Griffiths

Leslie Griffiths is a Methodist minister at Wesley’s Chapel, in London’s City Road. 1
interviewed him during his year as President of the Methodist Conference, 1994-95.
AF fif"fy—three he was one of the youngest Presidents and the only one in an ordinary
Cl}‘clnt appointment in living memory. He is a regular broadcaster and a prolific
writer, He has broadcast regularly on “Thought for the Day” and he writes 2 monthly
COll:II'nIl tor the Methodist Recorder. T'he first four years of his ministry were spent in
Haiti. He returned there for a further three year tour after three years in local church

- work in Reading. He speaks French and Creole. President Jean-Bertrand Aristide and

Dr Griffiths became personal friends through broadcasting in Creole on the BBC
W().rld Service. From the beginning of his ministry he has been a campaigner for
soc1.a1 and political justice, especially in Haiti. e is chairman of Christian Aid’s
Affl'can e.md Middle East Committee, a committee member of Heythrop Institute of
IS_%Jlnt.uallw, a trustee of the Addiction Recovery Foundation, a director of Birnbeck

ousing Association... and so on and on. First and foremost, however, he is 2 preach-
ct and orator. This wealth of experience, and the breadth of the petspective that

C H . . .
. Accompanies it, adds significance to what he says about the gwer approach.

" ieslg makes clear the nature of our relationship. T was his minister when he was a
boy-in Burry Port at the outset of my ministry. He attended the church, literally a tin
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tabernacle on a vast abandoned railway siding by a derelict port outside Llanelli.
Many years later he was a member of a team 1 led which was responsible for a project
entitled “Relationships in Mission”. The aim was to promote decper levels of interde-
pendence between the Overseas Division of the British Methodist Church and
Moethodist Churches in West Africa. Three consultations were held between the
Methodist Church Overseas Division and the Methodist Churches in Sierra Leone
(1984), in Ghana (1985) and in Nigeria (1986). His job was to help plan the consul-
tations, to record them and to write them up. All things he did superbly. As the dis-
cussions proceeded he wrote a comprehensive record, not notes, in finely sculpted
sentences and paragraphs. Doing that involved something which now scems so
incongruous — he had not to participate verbally in the sessions! It is a measure of his
discipline that he only spoke on one or two occasions.

As stated earlier, Dr Griffiths is a member of my Research Support Group. It was
the other members who suggested 1 interview him. As always, he responded willingly
and generously. I interviewed him in his home in February 1995.

Leslie Griffiths’ Reflections, February 1995

Unlike other people you'll have spoken to, in my case, my interest in the non-directive
approach to community development can't be unwrapped from my knowing you from
rather early in my life. I dor't think that there was a Damascus Road experience in one
sense. I remember the way that you came to Burry Port almost forty years ago and
talked about Sunday School teaching and youth work and things like that. You were
working in a way that was entirely different from the way that we were accustomed to
having anybody work. Leadership was from the front. It was simply spelling out wis-
dom that the person from the front had and we were quite happy with that and
unquestioning. That was our culture, We sat in pews and were talked to from pulpits.
That is part of the Welsh tradition of sitting and listening to sermons.

Vou used to come with cars full of papers and things to hang up. You'd get us to
answer questions and you'd write them on bits of paper. You had illustrations youd
cut from different places and there was a visual content. You made us look at things
and you did interact. You asked questions. Now that wasn’t the fully blown gver
approach but it was so distinctly different from any way that we had worked or had
anyone work with us, and, as I said carlier, for me to sit as a boy because that is all I
was, in a congregation mainly of middle-aged women and to see them engaged, not
just sitting there receiving, was an education.

You involved us in working out what was happening and you somchow included
our energy in ways that we weren't used to in Burry Port. I noticed how your way of
working impacted on a very traditional group who were not used to it at all. I saw
what it did to them. I saw how it brought from them comments on things about
which I would have assumed they didn’t have anything to say. They were very intelli-
gently engaged. Absolutely brilliant stuff, When they said things like, “Oh I don't
think we could do that,” they were then asked, “Well, why?” It was just fascinating to
sce them taken seriously as participants in achieving whatever it was that they were
doing. I shall never forget the process even though I've forgotten the content. It was
visual and it was interactive and the people really did get stuck in. They did answer
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questi.ons,_thc.y did come in with their own points of view. I had simply never seen
anything like it. I would never have imagined that it could happen that way. One or
two people opted out entirely, perhaps that’s the shadow side.

So, right_baclc in the mists of time in the year that King Uzziah died, I remember
my eyes being f)pened to something new that was happening in the way that you
worked. Now I just feel that that has been developed by our subsequent relationship.

What I have noticed from reading what you write is that, really, you are elaborat-
ing common sense. It just seems so straight forward, down to earth. Sometimes your
sentences are longer than other people’s but at the same time you are telling us what
we all know really and it is a terrific revelation to us to discover that we know the
things that you are helping us to see. So that you are putting us in touch with some-

thing inside ourselves from those earliest beginnings right through to the setting up
of Avec.

.I must say I wanted to do a ten-day course in 1977 because I was going to be
doing something quite different. I was going back to Haiti for a second period as a
mjss'.ionar).(. I needed to be ahead of the game this time. I got sucked into Haiti the
previous time in ways that left me a pretty bewildered person. I was not going to go
back to Haiti this time and allow myself to become a kind of leader of people’s libera-
tion movements and to be trusted to do things that Haitians had to do for them-
selves. That is where I went wrong during my first appointment. I had got to speak
the language so well that I had become sucked into the culture. I deeply yearned for
the people to be liberated from the dictatorship. They were trusting me to say things
:chey didnt dare say for themselves. And I had allowed myself to become implicated
in that way. It was wrong and I left because 1 didn’t think I could sustain that any

longer. When I was preparing to go back I knew that I couldn’t go back and repeat
all that or go into those pits again.

What I desperately needed was to think through what the new job was and to set
some reasonable objectives. I knew that I had to enter into the new job on what I'd
call a more technocratic sort of basis. I needed help with the transition from Reading
to Haiti and from one style of working in Haiti to another. So there were two transi-
tions that were going to take place. Those are the things I worked at during the Avec
course I. went on. There were two blocks of five days at the Leysian Mission. That
led me into a formal relationship with Avec. After that, of course, I have met with
the Associates and had a continuing relationship with Avec right through the years.

What happened the first time round in Haiti was that I went as a clever young
man and learned that my cleverness was no use. I was totally de-skilled, completely
d1sernpowered.. When 1 say a clever young man, I mean I felt I was a clever young
E}in.l Ihwgs quite arrogant in fac.t, very self assured. I had been ten years in University
m ) 1 ad a hC‘;;l.d t'hat could think and a voice that could speak. I honestly thought

at-l was God’s gift to the world. All those bits of me had been fed by the kind of

-~ life I had led: you come from nowhere to taking a degree at Cambridge University

:}rllft }l;ou feel you can do everything. Well, T was like that. And the very first thing
. aappeIned to me was I was completely stripped of power, I couldn’t speak the
‘guage. 1 spoke fluent French and they put me in a circuit where nobody spoke
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French. So here I was with 48 churches and a community of 250,000 people, the
whole Haitian population, and no skills whatsoever, absolutely none.

From that base I began to discover the people I needed to help give me skills, It was
a terrific time for me. I had to think this one through very carefully. The people I found
to give me skills, to give me survival skills, were illiterate Haitian peasants. That is an
extraordinary thing. They taught me their language, Creole. They taught me their cul-
ture. They taught me how to identify the fruits and vegetables you could eat. They
taught me what day the boat came in with this and that and what time of the week that
happened. They taught me how to get to places and who the important people were to
meet and how to go about things, what protocol was, how to identify flora and fauna.
They told me their folk tales and their culture, everything.

But, you know, this arrogant person was stripped down to nothing. There were
times really when I wondered if T could survive. I can now tell the story in a way that
gives a little frisson of delight to people, this brave Leslie Griffiths who did all that.
But it wasn't brave at all you know. I was shivering in my shoes. Margaret and I cried
ourselves to sleep more than once. We simply didn't know what on earth we had let
ourselyes in for. | now recognise that that was laying bare Leslie Griffiths. The illit-
erate people of Haiti did for Teslie Griffiths what all the King’s horses and all the
King's men couldn’t do for Humpty Dumpty. They put him back together again.
7T'hey put me in touch with my poor beginnings. They reminded me who I was. They
took the vencer that T was hiding behind away from me and here was I, this vulnera-
ble, exposed creature in Haiti. Now from there [ am bound to say I just went one step
at a time where the path took me. I wasn’t in charge of anything. It took me deeper
and deeper into an identification with Haiti that in the end couldn’t possibly lead me
anywhere. I didn't have enough detachment from it to work with it.

So whilst I think the Haitians came to love me very much, and I certainly to this
day love them, I didn't think that after four years of that T was going to be terribly
useful to them or to myself. T was just making burdens for myself that I conldn’t pos-
sibly carty. At the end of the day I was being trusted to do things that a foreigner
shouldr’t be trusted to do. | was articulating their anger at the regime for example.
And, being white and in contact with the big outside world, I was bringing in aid in
ways that bypassed their engagement with the processes. So they would want to use
me as the mechanism that brought them money and help. Whereas just doing it like
that wasn't the right way to do things at all. [ had got into this sorry mess. 1 hadn’t
the detachment necessary for me to be more critical of myself and the process. So
that is the way I worked the first time.

During that first period we had Americans working in Haiti on community devel-
opment projects. They were simply doing pieces of paternalism and appeasing their
consciences from a distance. They werer't engaging with Haitian people at all. That
angered me. These were my beloved Haitians and they were treating them this way
and T couldn’t cope with my feelings about that either, I came back in 1974 and 1
knew that I had to let Haiti go. Ostensibly we had come back for good. But 1 could-
n't let Haiti go and Haiti couldn’t let me go because a lot of the stuff T have just
described was unresolved, I simply hadn’t dealt with it. (We didn't go on the Awvec
“final furlough course’ where we would have worked at it because 1 came back in the
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middlc? of August and I started work on the 1st September.) I had simply run away
from it and the good Lord put us to live in Reading on the flight path from
Heat}.n'ow to the United States of America so every other plane that went over took
me with it. I was not an easy person to live with in those years. I knew I had to deal
with the unresolved issue. Alan Kirton, who was about to become the chairman of
the Haiti district, came from his French lessons in Paris and stayed with me in
Reading. He said, “Leeslie I want you to go back, it is important that you go back.
There is a job to do, this Circuit will fall into the ground if you don't come back, We
need somebody who can speak the language and knows the culture. So I want you to
come baclk right now.” I think that the decision to go back was the hardest decision I
have ever made because Margaret didn't want to. But I knew that I couldn’t return
simply to continue where I left off. I perceived the ten-day course to be an important
place where I could think these things through. I don't think even then, you can look
up the papers to check this, I was on top of things sufficiently for me to give you the
depth of analysis of what happened in my first tour that I have just given you. I have
needed ten years to think that one through, But at the time I knew it had to be. T had
to go back as a technocrat. I had to go back to do a job. I had to go back with the
right mixture of detachment and involvement.

Phenomenally, and possibly unbelievably, I got what I needed from that course. I
remember the course graphically to this day. I remember your spidery drawings
expanding exponentially in all directions. Again, the method is so simple. lt starts by
each of the participants having adequate time to explain their situation, and I did feel
it was adequate. Certainly nobody had listened to me for that long ever about my
work. And that is a great sign of our poverty when you realise that we don’t have time
to think about our work in the way that the course made us think about it. We are
more and more conscious of interpersonal listening at the level of counselling and
therapy and all that kind of stuff. But we don't apply those skills or those insights to
the work we do, As far as I am concerned, simply to write a paper and to have people
whose .workI was going to look at in due course, look undividedly at my work, was a
revelation to me. They asked questions that were raised by the paper I wrote. They
extrapolated from what I had written. Why is this going to be like you say it is going
to be? Tell us what led you to describe this in this particular way? I have never had
that qltla]jty of attention given to my own work before and that is what I remember
about it particularly. It made me think through things that I thought T had thought
thr(?l{gh. It made me engage with the piece of work myself in an entirely new way.
Writing the work paper was an exercise but studying the work with others was much
more t.han that, It was as if I, like the others, was sitting around the thing, and work-
ing at it. That really was a revelation to me. I shall always remember it. It genuinely

dld spew out a number of action oints th TC
at h Ipful
o . P we clp as bench markers when 1

I was going back to look after a Circuit that had fallen on very bad times. It
seemed to have very little capacity to survive the transitional times between its min-

| i::;zrs. It was minister dependent. And yet it had schools and all kinds of things. Tt
| .emer\’il;iy t}mportant to f:md other ways of working. Three over-riding objectives
o tg . rom that exercise. Nl..lmber one, there was a financial debt that somehow
0 be cancelled. The Circuit had important pieces of property that had all fallen
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- into disrepair. That led to another practical objective, that property had to be put

right. There was another objective which was about the “how” rather than the
“what”. We had to find ways of achieving the first two objectives that didn’t simply
magic the problem away but somehow involved the local people in achieving the
solution. It would be a mixture of local people and people from outside because they
couldn’t generate those kinds of money from within. But what had not to happen
was that, sudaenly, I found the sixteen or twenty thousand dollars that represented
the debt and made the books good and nobody knew what had happened. So there
was a third objective and this was the most important in many, many ways. We had
to find a team of people in the Haitian Circuit who would represent the leadership
of that Circuit. The minister would be one of that team. It would be my job to get
that team together, to put the working methods of that team on to a proper basis for
it to be truly collaborative and for it to have a real handle on power so that it was
not the minister being surrounded by his lackeys. When those three objectives to do
with the debt, the properties and the leadership of the Circuit had been achieved, it
would be time for me to leave.

One of the things that is quite amazing is that none of the other members of the
group had been to Haiti. But then T hadn't been to Stepney where another group mem-
Der came from and 1 hadn’t been to somewhere out in Essex or Hertfordshire either.

Identifying transforming objectives is one thing, achieving them is another. Here
again the process was singularly helpful. The very way we worked in order to identify
the objectives — and of course it wasnt just around my piece of work, it was around
half a dozen other pieces of work — gave important clues about how to achieve them.

There was a process of cross examination. Questions were asked for clarification.
Alternative points of view were expressed. As we sat around each particular piece of
work that was identified on the table, it seemed to me that the way in which we gave
our total attention to it was telling me something about how to achieve the very
objectives that were coming out of the consideration of my piece of work. So I think
that the way we worked as well as the conclusions we reached were the two over-rid-
ing things that I drew from that ten-day course.

When T went to Haiti with these three objectives in my head, it was clear to me
that the way I had to work was to help people within their context to achieve these
objectives. First of all they had to identify them for themselves. Two were very clear,
their buildings were falling down and they couldn’t pay their school teachers because
they had an overdraft. Those imposed themselves on them. There was no way out of
that. There wasn't too much difficulty either, in helping them to understand and own
the other objective. They quickly saw the value of us meeting in a group and gradual-
ly feeling our way towards a group that was truly representative, that was able to
come on a weekly basis, that could look at the managerial and all the other problems.
But they didn't believe at first that I was serious about wanting to share power with
them. T made it clear to them, for example, that the question of teachers’ salaries was
something we must and would decide, not I, which was the previous way of working.
They came to see that they had real power and real responsibility. So, those methods
of work, as well as the objectives, became very important in Haiti.
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They accepted that responsibility. They discharged it extremely well. It was won-
derful to see the creeping realisation and joy overtake them that they were there to
achieve an important purpose. I personally believe the process [ was engaged with in
suc.h a humble way in the Cap Haiticn Circuit is precisely the process that the whole
nation of Haiti needs currently to be engaged in as it moves from one way of running
the country to another. And some of the problems they have fallen into have been
because old rather stereotypical ways of exercising and imposing power have been
allowed to create their own polarities and their own problems. So I think that we were
able to show in our humble way how in Haiti, so easily dismissed and castigated, the
skills and the energies do in fact exist to create good community development. ’

What needed to happen in Haiti was that the participants had to come to the
belief that games weren't being played with them. Historically, people from those
strata of Haitian society are play-things. If they are given power it is as a mask
behind which the real power holders make their plays on power. So you really had to
make them struggle to understand that we were genuine, we were not play acting,
And I found this an outlet for my intellectual and human skills. So I didn't feel as if I
were the kind giant in a small world, we were equals around this table.

At first they themselves couldn’t or refused to believe that they were being “given”
power. Everything that was in their culture persuaded them that they were here as
tokens or whatever, It was when they were actually involved in some things that the
had never seen or been aware of before that they came to realise that they were beiny
taken seriously. I am thinking of disciplining somebody, or dismissing somebod%
f%'orn our work force for example, or the annual pay round for teachers, or the deci-
sions about re-opening a school, or the decisions to re-build 2 school or looking at
our accounts — they had never seen the books. Another thing that convinced them
was when views that T put forward were overruled and their decisions were accepted
I fought for my view within the discussion. But when it was clear that it wasn’t thc;
way to go and I said, “T hear clearly what you say and perhaps we ought to be consid-
ering what you have said as the basts on which to act.” When they understood that I
was prepared to do that, it was clear to them that we were engaged in serious meth-
ods of work. And all the time it was in their language. So they had the advantage of
speaking in their own language and working in their own culture. There was no
doubt about that. And I was the only non-Haitian in the group.

.It took three years to achieve these three objectives. The debt wasn't a problem. The
bullgmgs were fantastic, we repaired everything, we built everything, ‘They called me
Fhe Reverend Concrete”, “Pastor Béton”. We were building schools all over the place
Lr; the henld. We had Americans come over in large numbers to help us to build and they
1 Ogleg t lots of money. But I refused to let them be the patrons and to be in positions of
cadership and so on. The only work I would let them do was work that they could do

~ on the basis of total equality with their Haitian colleagues. So, they would be pouring

;—;?:m or laying blocks or sawing wood and always there would be Americans and
éisls.lr:.ts hln ;(311.1121 nu.mbers working togther alongside each other. Now, for many from
th bla kgi ttlil ‘Uruted States of An‘lenca, it was the first time they had ever worked
ote st n this way at all. _Every night I would go to the hotel where the Americais

aying, in order to debrief them. Once I had to send an American home because
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T could not accept his racism. I said, “Tomorrow you get a plane and go home and you
will take no further part in this exercise.” In other words, I was trying very hard to work
with the Americans who came that they might also understand the spirit in which they
must do this work. And it was really very, very fruitful and that is all T can say. Of
course, that helped the Haitians to understand too, that they had a real part to play in
achieving these objectives, that their work was honourable. T insisted on paying the
Haitians a proper daily rate. We were touched at the end when the church members
amongst the work-force, because they weren't all church members, gave back a percent-
age of what they had earned as their contribution to the programme.

There were things the Haitians could not do for themselves. I had to set up the
contact and the networking. T had to bring the Americans down. I had to discipline
them. But I have to say that within the Haitian team with which I was working weel
by weck, permission had been given to me to exercise these roles.

I never hid from them any of the contacts I was engaged in. Now and again, for
example, it would be agreed that I would go up to the United States to raise some
money and to talk to particular groups. Certain things would happen up there in the
States that I couldn’t consult with them about. When I came back I had to be quite
sure that they were in the picture about what was happening and that they weren't
bewildered by the pace at which it happened, because it was a phenomenal time. All
that I did, was as a member of that team.

Tt was a very enlightening time. I learnt lessons from that which have been
enlightening in terms of certain experiences T have had back here since. The language
of collaborative styles of ministry is around and often it is mere empty rhetoric. I
have found far less readiness, sometimes, in certain staff-team gituations here in
England to give me permission to do what I'm good at. Whereas the Haitians were
delighted to give me that permission and were still prepared to contest my point of
view. Within our Methodist Church in Britain, on the whole, we have a culture of
envy. There is an envy of gifts. So that when the rhetoric of collaboration is mouthed
it often means ways of strapping the gifts of the high-flyer so that we bring every-
thing down to a level of the lowest common denominator. 1 don’t understand that to
be team work or collaborative ways of working at all.

What has always delighted me about the avec approach is its honest recognition
that 2 methodology devoted to non-directive ways of working has a way of coping
with the fact that there are times when you have to be directive. Now to me, that is
an impressive control of the whole thing because there are circumstances where
someone has to take an initiative, where someone has to announce that something
has been done. And non-directive work is not an excuse for dilatory and refractory
ways of working. It recognises the complex ways in which people do act and live.
What T have discovered in certain places is that what was expected of me was that 1
should do absolutely nothing without first of all consulting my colleagues. Nobody
trusted me to be out on a limb, and my skills and gifts are to be out there probing
and exploring and sometimes coming back with things I didn’t know I was going to
find. But suspicion of that is what I have discovered at times. I really do think that is
a serious thing to look at, especially for the gifted person with entrepreneurial skills
or the extrovert character,
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Anyhow, back to the Haitian Circuit. They have had a succession of ministers and
some unfortt.mate happenings since. A key member of the group was one of the boat
pcople. w}}0 just disappeared and ended up months later on Florida’s shores. I h
seen him in Florida. The lives of one or two key members of the group fell ;1 'ca in
ways that were very difficult for the group to handle. Some of the ke ;Il)ctors aﬁ)rzrst;ﬁ
.thcre. There’s a secretary and two evangelists and a couple of school {eachers The
1s.enough of a core of what was there for the group to continue. And the éir ':’e
still there! But‘ of course I do recognise that it was still rather d'cpendent u oriurlns
successors having the same philosophy, because they were the ones who wire 1’10}1:
rx}embers of the original experiment. A lot was expected of them and T suspect it has-
n't always b(?en easy. It is a tough job and we have got to be honest in ourpreﬂection
on 'these‘ t'hmgs. Also I suspect that when the group had me replaced b anotheii
white minister, they simply felt they could expect of him everything the ﬁad come
to -f:xpec:c from me. Now, that white minister hadn’t been on an Avec czursc That
white minister wasn't me. That white minister’s only common trait with me W:;S that
he was 'whlte..But in terms of the group, I know that they made false assumptions on
thfa !:>a51s of his being white. And when that white minister was followed bP a black
minister, [ think the group also made some wrong assumptions: whitc mini);ters can
go to the States and get money for this that and the other, black ministers can’t. So
they felt negative about the black minister, What would have been ideal, I thini{ is
that at every moment of significant transition, especially the moving oil a minis’ter
who is the only non-local person there, the group needed a five-day Avec course t
help them through the transition and that wasn't available. So I think in the cin ¥ (—)
stances it’s probably remarkable that so much continuity has heen achieved. .

. 'P_&ml)ther limiting point that we must mention also is that this was a self-determined
initiative and process within the Cap Haitien Circuit. It wasn’t the way the whole
Church worked across the Republic. The wider applicability of the method was clear
to draw from ‘what was happening in Cap Haitien. But it’s a small church with few
wm:kers and times for reflection, and sharing of quality things like that are very few.
So it was unlikely that people would even ask the questions. It was unlikely too )t{hat I
would go to meetings where I could have shared it and found that there vzf{as time on
?ny.agenda to do the sharing. So T think that it was interesting in its own terms and
or its own_sake but the practical reality and the pressures under which people lived
meant that it was unlikely to have the wider canvas that it deserved. e

lofgm;; téli?l itair,nos;c) think t.hc avec approach has gone into the bloodstream. It is a
e € meth?d eedn using this. But 'I h.ave to say too that the interaction
hout me o ioc a: my (;)wn personality is an interesting one. There is much
oo, T ot usting and spontaneous and moves instinctively into the action

ings pretty quickly and T go for them. All traits of character which I

zg;ﬂi :zﬁafioplciﬂﬁnd threatening an.d intimidating. I think it could quite easily be
: hings tared vgo. d n}(l).t be a consulting person but an action-based person making
e r};p 1, oing t ings rather than looking for ways of working with people to

: gs happen. I think that my personality and my gifts might well have led

to be that ki ;
L1 e WOE;'ES 1}(1:1(1 of a person, 1 really do think that the zvec method has saved me
bt Do hexcesses of what could have been instinctive to me. I owe a great deal
ave to ask my colleagues and those who work most closely with me
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to quantify this. But I suspect that people are sometimes surprised to find that 1 do
actually consult, and that I do actually take the other person seriously.

Tt all ties in closely with my beliefs. My preaching and my teaching and my
Christian understandings are overwhelmingly Christocentric. Christ is at the heart of
my theological understanding and reflection. So any understanding of the world, any
understanding of myself in that world and any understanding of the world as being
the place where God reveals himself is pretty dependent upon the picture of God 1 see
in Christ. Now Christ for me speaks across the centuries of ways of approaching prob-
Jems and issues that include, not exclude, the various participants, If therc were a great
word for Jesus in my vocabulary that would be the “Includer.” Again and again and in
terms of his action and the precepts that he teaches, Jesus is the great Includer — the
arm around the shoulder; the touching of the lepes; the bringing of the wornan with
the haemorrhage into the circle; the hildren at the heart of things and not on the
edges, “He’s too busy, no he’s not too busy, bring them in”; the man born blind. He
seems to see the other person, not as a problem, but as a person. There doesn't seem to
be the capacity in Jesus to hang labels on people — this man is a Roman or this man is
a paralytic. Jesus didn't set up an institute called Avec in the first century! But 1 think
that his instinctive way of seeing the other person is as a fellow human being to know,
and the other person as someone who needs to know that he or she is a person too.
This is a Rabbi, a Guru, a man who's made an éclat and yet these rather marginalised
people seem to have total accessibility to him and to be, real human beings in his pres-
ence. Now, I find that to be the kind of mechanism at the heart of the avec thing too.
The processes that are elaborated take each of the people in a given working situation
as human beings in the fullest sense. In the case of Jesus, everything that I see in him
that speaks of power is about a power given to him by the people he treats so seriously.
It's not something he steamrollers over onto people. Hes not a Hitler on a platform
waving his fingers at people. If he has power and authority it’s because the people he
moves amongst give it to him, and they give it to him because they trust him. 1 find
that so attractive and I find that that’s consistent with the methodology of gver that
sees people as participants, as human beings and as people with stories to tell. Nobody
is dismissed. Everybody’s contribution has to be taken seriously.

This enhances my evangelical role. At the end of the day what could be better
news for the people I preach to than that they, although on the other end of my
preaching, are not dwarfs being spoken to by a giant but people who can enjoy the
decpest and most satisfying relationship not with me as the preacher but with the
Christ whom T preach. To me that is the proclamation of Good News. “You my
brother, you my sister, hear this. Open your inward ear. You are not a cowed,
crunched, marginalised, unwanted, broken person. You were made in God’s image.
And that isn't just words, that is an experience you can know more and more if you
just trust yourself to this particular direction. Let the person of Jesus grow in you and
discover yourself to be the person that God waated you to be.” There is nothing
more evangelical than that. There is no better news than that. And I think that it is
entirely consistent with the aver methodology.

1 couldr’t put too high a value on the awer approach. I'm not saying that because ::
you and 1 are sitting here and T want you to hear nice noises coming out of my §
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mouth. I have said so agai d acain i
and spell that out. gain and again in all the courts of the Church. But let me try

First of all, at the moment, there’s a proper concern within our Mcthodi

3 M - V '
fZ;H v;lifai lst)(t;:;rll;gt }(iilllg(ill 91:1ctco1r];1palrlned ge]f Afppraisal for ministers. I'm so bst:wcillélelizg
! o be thought up from scratch, that ways of structuring th
process of appraisal had to be built into the syste , : o vee
couldn"t get fu’ndcd all those years and was doing};rt cgllfldoflzf\l:: o(i;fz;z:}tlov;hen A_VCC
ly the job that’s now being done in these other ways. Totally mystifying to 0 prfﬁmsdei

have expressed my discontent on more than one occasion. I feel that fn Ai:ae. .

every ten years for a minister with a kind of little check up in between at a : printe
1n'tcrvals could have done everything that was required. The structures “If? Oflilate
Fifteen years ago, you could have got this one off the ground for the Churc}rle 1 e;f
celnd Ave: hranDIPtolthe Sal(lid Cand this thing is being funded, but it is imposing. anbflre
en on the Districts and Circuits. Avec could :
.appraisal has really been done by Avec all throughr:[?}l});;ai‘sr:ryh?i:li ggz o S?lf
ing myself over the years because of skills and tools that Avec ga;ve me S

Now, another thing that is happening in the Ch i
re—strt;:?ring ccylf thclz Church. Andl?[pthinlfjr that a greatu;;i%l)r?th;};ebgégnrf;ldtelzot}l;Z
consultative and to listen. “Co-ordinating secretaries” h i
ways of working are being established. T%e hope is thaliﬁz SﬁZﬁ EEE: 1;1’:3‘2 zlfl‘jv;l;‘t’
gllg that re_a\]ly do show flexibility, capacity for consultation, lateral think}iln and a?l
the rest of it. In oth'er words I rather hope that all this means that avee ways %f work-
1ngbare going to be incorporated into the Church’s life at the highest level.yIt remains
to be seen whe_ther that happens. But even the title “Co-ordinating S ies”
the key players is a helpful and hopeful sign. B Secretaries” for

deﬁ((:)eltinilk that at tl;le ldevlcl of the re-structuring of our Connexional life there’s evi-

at some methodology consistent with gvec has been i

dence that some met ] vee has been incorporated. In the

car that that is the case becaus h
Diacon : : cause you have been a consultant to
awrcnt hiﬁ]:i_fglsl ’(clyfhthe se!f;la%prfl.lsal }sllgam there is thinking which is consistent with
. ave wished that they had used Avec i d i i i

o : : vec instead of having to invent it

e novo. Then again I think that the Overseas Division in its relationship with its

pattoer churches has tak : .
R feabing thing s taken on board quite a lot of aver thinking. That’s been a very

lea:ﬂi:;tfgoglanAtvz ?:ypiszici Ch}lll.r:h hat guis stligc is that I feel that everything I've
' v what the Church needs as much hing else i
terms of some of its unhealed wounds. I've alread ut soverd thivss. The
. v spoken about several
‘:;ﬂgr(\;il:;n?ucted the deb_ate at-)out human sexualitypa]lowcd adversarial ;r}:cllngis—'pzlli
the COUIEOI}I: pe%ple with quite different agendas to come into what, at the end of
- neecjl ould ?L:Ie c;z.en {and almost was) an unwholesome conflict. I just think that
i i them er different ways of looking at conflict and the resolution of conflict
s e e a]riwec ap{)lro?ch would 1_1ndoubtedly be able to help. It could help us on
o, T Vg, authority of the Bible, (.:onservative evangelicals and liberals and so
3 ated s % ;'earuy careful we are going o find camps and parties and sects and
rosch coul | al;n the rest of it. I just feel that the skills and insights of an avec
_ ¢ brought to bear upon those to avoid that harm so that people could
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work honestly and openly with the material of the issues rather than in that confronta-
tional way that drives people, in the end, to wanta victory over the other side.

A good example of what I mean is the consultation we had in Nigeria between the
Methodist Church there and in Britain. At the heart of that was a very moving, rec-
onciling experience. 1 remember the tears many of us shed as arms were put around
each other in Nigeria and the recognition that new ways had to be found to deal seri-
ously with what had become a deep rift within the Nigerian Church and between the
Churches in the two cultures. At the heart of it all was stifl the common sense with
which I began, What was it? It was treating the other Church with the utmost seri-
ousness, letting them tell their story and the only interruptions that one was allowed
in the telling of that story were to clarify the picture. So in the end we could all say,
“] see what you're talking about, 1 hear what you're saying.” And that is the key to it
and such common sense. I'm sure it was the key, we did not hurry that first phase, we
took whatever time we necded to take to reach the point where we could say, “Gosh,
that’s how you have come to that conclusion.”

You may well ask why the “‘common sense” approach is not used more. I think it is
because it isn’t the only thing that is happening. We all Live in different worlds with
their own rules. We're all motivated from within to succeed in the different worlds
and in the eyes of people who look to us, We persuade ourselves that we haven't the
time to go through all those steps and yet it’s far more time consuming ultimately not
to go through those steps. And I suspect that it’s because there are different agenda
itens. People want to be promoted, they want to succeed, they want to do this, they
want to do that, And that's got a logic and an impulsion about it too. Sometimes
those inner drives for success and promotion and reputation, say, are at odds with
these other ways of working. I've felt that as much as anybody.

Well, Tve been following your questions but doing with them, George, as I've
always done — just what I waat to!

The easiest thing in the world with someone like you, whom 1 treasure as one of
my closest friends, would be to sit you in my lounge like this, as we are now, and sim-
ply tell you what I think youd like most to hear because I would like George, my
friend, to feel good. Almost everything T've said about Avec has been precisely of that
nature. All T want to say is that I haven't done and said it in order to give you the
pleasure of hearing what you'd like to hear. T've said it because it’s true. And because
it really has radically affected the way I sce my ministry and what I can contribute to
the Church. It undergirds my approach to the problems I face and the pressures 1
work under. So if you get consequential fecl-good vibrations from what I've said then
that is a bonus. All I wanted to do is speak the truth.

There must be a shadow side to it I suppose, but T haven't found it. 1 suppose the
shadow side is that one knows that one takes short cuts through so many things and
that one hasp't been faithful to what one knows ought to have been the ways of work-
ing that one prizes the most. So the shadow side is that it stands in judgement over us.

Observations and Impressions

Leslie Griffiths’ story demonstrates that the avec approach is what he claims it to be,
claborated common sense. By that, 1 understand that it is good sound practical, theo-

26

& etk

oy

Telling Experiences

r;tu:al a}?d theQIOgical sense. Relentlessly and graphically the interview demonstrated
the trutf Ef this. VMy mn.ld %nd emotions reeled as I contrasted the profound impor-
tance of the approach with its neglect and the misuse of directive, bureaucratic and

authoritarian ways of working. With some feeli « e
approach not used more widels?” ¢ feeling I asked, “Why, oh why, is this

f];e}slhe_ suggested some reasons: we live in different worlds with conflicting modes
of behaviour; we persuade ourselves we haven't time; inner drives for success, promo-
tion and status take over, Here T add two more, ,

First, the ::Lpproach is comrnon sense but that does not mean, as some may as
easy to practise. Sometimes it is, but at other times it taxes our,inte]lecmal gmoi;:)[;lz
anc} spiritual resources to the limit and beyond. After reading Ghurches and C;mmu 41
which (;atherme and [ wrote, someone said; “George, does this way of working h e to
be so difficult and demanding?” T'he short answer is, “Yes, because romoting haWe -
and spiritual development and well-being is difficult and de[,nanding - i

The Seclzond of my reasons relates to the nature of the activity by which this
appr‘oach is promoted. Those who promote it are workers, non-directive worke
?.,eshe spo.ke of the need to be a technocrat on his return to Haiti. Working in this o
is something of a back-room job. It involves working hard alongside peo Eﬂ with Wa}_’
ple, ‘off—sFage as it were. It is a servant or diaconal ministry not to be coIrjlﬁised WVE:;O
sc?rwle ministry. Generally speaking, ministers and priests are recruited and trained f i
high profile leadership roles in liturgy and church life and for a contrasting past (:11
role. :The stories in this book, and particularly this one, show that this djacongalﬁ)wofﬁ
role is necessary and can co-exist creatively with other roles of ordained minist .
Many do not see this to be the case. Their predilection is for high profile leadersh?
roles to which they feel called. Consequently they avoid the diaconal worker role. ’

This approach is as relevant to lay workers and religious a
centrated. on the latter because they play a key pa%t eithirt(;rlc lfrll-%rﬁéu}cl:ﬁe CtOhI;s
approach into church life or in keeping it out. They are role models to other w%rkers
i}?rd meetings. "The Methodist Diaconal Order is helping to develop this approach
o ough aspiring to be an order of diaconal ministry in its own right which “cxpresses
e servant ministry of Christ by the whole people of God to the world.”

er;ﬁ;art from the diaconal ministry the church is recruiting for the high profile lead-
p role rather than for the reflective practitioner-worker role. Consequently its

work i i
o 151 not adequatelxstaffed and equipped to promote reflective communities. This
ously affects its ability to achieve its purposes.

1eaLzzlie irifﬁths speaks W_ith‘understandable feeling about being imprisoned by col-
‘eagues who adopt a doctrinaire approach to participation and consultation. I have

'seen this h D

éverything i’EPteﬂ over anlt;l ovet again in tcams where everyone has to have a say in
at any mem : :
% y er does or there is serious trouble. Members of such teams

ve said to me; “T am bej » o«
: : ein i
ight and do e b s et g paralysed. 'I have lost my freedom to act in my own
o The y job.” “lime in team meetings prevents me from getting on with my
chiove ot 8 g)lart{upanon run amok. To be productive, teams and team-work must
objectives concurrently: they must enhance the ability of a group of peo-

> to .
work together and the ability of each to work separately; they must integrate
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their efforts and differentiate their functions; they must marry collective and personal
areas of freedom and accountability. Properly practised, the non-directive approach
facilitates these things.

Almost unbelievable progress was made in the Cap Haitien Circuit in three years.
An inescapable conclusion is that much more would have been gained had Leslie’s
successors continued in the tradition he established. But there weren’t the conditions
necessary for this to happen: trained personnel; training and consultancy facilities;
collaboration between the Circuit and the Church. Over and again I have observed
opportunities squandered in this way. It is heartbreaking. The Parchmore Partnership
tells the story of what can be achieved when, through deliberate action, over a period
of twenty-five years successions of lay people and ministers collaborate locally and
nationally to maintain a consistent approach to church and community work in 2
particular situation.

Leslie Griffiths has become a statesmanlike figure in Haiti. His close friendship
with President Jean-Bertrand Aristide is well known. He wrote his doctoral thesis on
the Methodist Church in Haiti. He visits the country frequently, All this gives added
weight to his statement that “the process T was engaged with... in the Cap Haiticn
Greuit is precisely the process that the whole nation of Haiti needs to be engaged in
a5 it moves from one way of running the country to another.” My experience cries out
that this is true. I can illustrate it simply. During the war in Rhodesia I corresponded
with a fellow minister, One of the things that I said in answer to his question about
what action he could take to promote development in such a terrible situation was:
“Get African people of all ages working together in groups on their own and with
white Rhodesians. In one sense it doesn't matter what they do. What matters is that
they learn to think things through rigorously and to act upon their conclusions and
learn from the outcome. The skills they acquire will be important in the future.”
Many years later, in 1980, immediately after the war was over, I went to the newly
born Zimbabwe at the request of the Methodist Church to help it to rehabilitate its
work, After working with a group of black and white Church leaders, lay and
ordained, for a week on what was involved in rehabilitating the Church, they turned
their attention to the way in which we had worked together. They looked critically at
the approaches and methods and what would be involved in using them and conclud-
ed they were vital to building up a “thinking Church” which is precisely what they
wanted. They concluded: “Adopting the approach and using the procedures used in
this consultation in the Connexion could have, in Dr Mazobere’s phrase, a ‘ripple
effect’ which could engender processes of rehabilitation and reconciliation.”

Oh, how I wished they'd done that group work during the war.”

This story is pregnant with vital subjects: appraisal; the avec approach and the
worker’s personality; objectivity and controlled emotional involvement; importance of
being able to think critically and creatively wherever one is located; using the
approach with people of different cultures and academic ability.
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Two:
A WAY OF LIFE
Charles New

When [ interviewed Charles New, a Methodist minister, in 1994, he was coming t

the end o'f twenty-one years of ministry on the Wirral and his timt; as Su erinteng 2
of the B1rk_cn}%ead Circuit. He was soon to become the Superintcnpdent of f}?

Bramhall ercult, Cheshire. For twelve years he had been the minister of two ch he
cs! Itby which had a middle class suburban ethos and Woodchurch on a council 1;u-tc t”
in an area of deprivation, Prior to that he had been the minister of two town (:huj.E Sha .
Moreton on the Wirral (1973 to 1982) and Swinton, Manchester (1969 to 1973) o

Al&lﬁ; eﬁr(s);; E:zlcr;% Kv/[ist 111(1)(11'9;71. J}lt t}};at time Charles was actively involved in the
Alliance | 1sts, which was campaigni i i
injustice in Church and society. He attended our f];:)rsrfg cclyigs: %)aills}futz}rllzlrllii f:;rrnnril Of
nity flevelopmcnt. During that course he got excited about the non-directive conceut
I.Vl.Vldl}.( remember the moment when it came alive for him, Course members WfE)r(';
sitting in a.hors'eshoe arrangement. | was modelling differences between directi
and non-directive approaches on the blackboard. Suddenly Charles stood o,
sto.mped‘towards the board and took the chalk out of my hand. He was obvion.lllsllj,
E;;lt;zmtedal wondered thhat was going to happen. He described the differences 'n{
- own words ’E,md tben.smd with some feeling, “Is that what you mean? If so, it is
very important.” Instinctively I felt he had got hold of the non-directive concept’

. %\;Il(l)cll-gtt; l;ear from h}m for six years. Then I received a position paper about his work
e xon| }{) w}a;.y % hp%'eparatlon for an Avec consultation in which he had been
e (1:1 y his Chairman. P'Ie had put the approach into practice and inaugurat-

ajor church and community development programme in Moreton, Later he

~wrote this up for an M.Phil. thesis: Development In Church and Community: Promoting

P .
ﬂ;::;:;l(gg;utb 'T_braugb Community Development and Curriculum Development
}. This was the first evidence we had of our courses leading to such rig-

br . . .
: beil;rini :(fif:(':ﬂve apphcanon: Soon after this Charles became a part-time staff mem-
invaluable contributions to the work of Avec through staff meetings and

rough conducti i
B 80 conducting courses. Over a period of fifteen years he helped to staff

-el
ght courses and acted as a work consultant to many people.
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Charles New’s Reflections, January and April 1994

When I first attended an Avec course in 1971 T was two years out of college.
Although college had been a useful grounding it hadn’t trained me to cope with the
variety of opportunities and challenges and pressures of circuit life. 1 was struggling
with the theology of church and community, though [ wouldr’t have articulated it in
that way I guess. The course proved to be a pivotal moment in my ministry. It intro-
duced me to ways of thinking and of doing things that helped me make sense of my

~ work. Looking back over 20 odd years, whilst it’s difficult to be absolutely accurate,
think that the one important thing that the 1971 course did for me was to introduce
me to the notion that the minister does not have to have all the answers and dreams
and have all skills and to be able to put them into practice. I'm quite sure that that
was the thing that really changed things for me. It was the philosophy that underpins
what we call the non-directive approach. It’s about releasing and channelling all the
variety of skills, expertise and experience that is present within any body of people.
This is the thing that continues to excite me about this approach. Where I'm work-
ing there is seldom a moment when people are given a chance to begin sharing that
new things dorn’t come out of that sharing.

Immediately after that course I began to put the new-found ideas and theories into
practice in Swinton where I had been the minister for two years. It led us to a pretty
thorough examination of what we were doing as a church and what the various activ—
ities were leading to. We didn't actually produce 2 mission statement as we would
now call it. But it certainly meant that the people became much more involved in the
planning and thinking in the church. Indeed for a period I went too far the other
way, as people often do when introduced to this way of working. I so wanted to make
sure that people participated and had their say that I took a back seat. TLocal people
had got used to me as a fairly directive worker and then suddenly they were confront-
ed with someone who wanted them to direct things. So there wasn't much direction
and structure to the process!

I think from a personal point of view, being somebody with a fairly strong person-
ality, some would say dominant, and indeed I can dominate, it’s been very helpful to
cce that I can make my contribution without having to dominate, The personal
growth which Avec has helped me with is to have the confidence to sit alongside
rather than to have to keep calling from the front. So that's been good and I'm sure
that has had an effect on the way in which I work with people and they with me.

In 1973, T became the minister of Moreton Methodist Church, Merseyside. The
eople were looking for somebody who would help them to develop the church’s
links with the local community, That was a heaven sent opportunity to practise what
1 had learnt from Avec about church and community development. As part of the
worls of the church we got involved with the three local schools. We helped a group
of residents set up a community association. That spawned a community carnival
annual event, which still goes on, I'm glad to say, and Moreton Care Centre which is

a drop-in place for people with problems and a variety of other activities staffed by
volunteers, Then, in 1982, I moved to the other side of the Wirral. T had ministerial §
of about 7,000 people predomi-

nantly middle class with well established community activities which you would §

responsibilities in two churches: Irby is in a village
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expect in_ a village; Woodchurch is in a council estate of that name of about 11,000
people with much social deprivation. ,

My commu‘nity involvement has been much more focussed in Woodchurch than it
has in Irby. It isa small church with an elderly congregation. Early on in my ministr
there was 2 discussion as to how we should use our resources to share the values o}g
the Kingdom. There was a generous willingness on the part of the people of
Woodchurch for me to be as involved as I thought relevant in the life of the estfte In
the early days 1 worked with the community groups to encourage and persuade ‘the
local authority to provide the resources for a community centre, a much needed
resource. That is now an established part of the estate and doing an ’enormousl valu-
able job. Woodchurch was one of the centres of the drug scene when it lo}éled in
Merscyside. I did a lot of work with some of the drugs groups which in tueig)took me
into heavy involvement with Merseyside Drugs Council, the primary drugs agency in
the area at the time. Also, I became involved with schools and have been Cha?rr of

- governors of one school. That led to contact with the local authority education
department and invitations to join various committees.

. The impact of Avec on this community work is really the same as the impact that
it has upon the local churches that T work in. T find it difficult to distinguish between
my way of working with, say, a church council and with a local community associa-
tion. Wherever I am working I am using whatever skills I've got to enable that par-
ticular group of people to address the issues that are before them and find ways of
resourcing themselves in order that they can achieve whatever it is they are settin
out to achieve. My f't_lnction in all this is mainly that of an enabler, though of course‘(ir
i bring my own experience and my own ideas to bear and get them discussed. So my
. : approach is the same whether it is helping people to decide what colour carpet to

3 have or what liturgy should be performed, or what h :
3 it b Woodcbo o p , or what we should do about helping drug

“Objectivity”, T think, is one of the key things I have got from Avec. By that 1
mean an ability to get people to see issues and to come back to them when they have
wan.dercd off in discussion. A way of helping people to discuss something without
getting too enTotionale attached to the subject itself. That has helped me with m
own dlﬂic.:ulty in handling conflict. I'm not good at facing a person with an issue tha};
?eeds fac.mg and‘ making conflict overt. As it happens, I've taken quite a large leap
orward in learning to handle conflict quite recently. I'm thinking of an extremel

: Streﬁsful confrontation between two groups of people behaving ferociously,toward)s(
_ }e;z[ other, They were ordinary residents on the Woodchurch Council Estate who
s ;n;)e;ied as leaglers. One group were very much in favour of a drugs advisory
Wy g opened on th_e Estate and forming self-help groups of addicts because
v af personal and family connections with people who needed them. The other

: :}izs e}:iet;pl‘f:dwere. ab”solutely opposed to this because they didn't want their kids to
sl o “druggies”. Each group was passionately committed to its cause. I hap-

°d to be there when this conflict led to a terrible street confrontation.

omceéfwhl mfjtnaged to persuade the leaders of the two groups to come together
ik eéf 1:_Whu:h was necutral ground to them. The atmosphere was charged heav-
: otion. They were shouting at each other. Neither was hearing what the
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other was saying because, understandably, they were each so emotionally involved in
their own point of view. I moved towards one of them very determinedly, fixed my
eye upon them and shouted to be heard, “I insist you be quiet, you haven’t heard
what the others have said.” Then T was able to back off as they were able to slow
down and subside a bit. ‘They began to step back and listen to what each other was
saying. In the listening they discovered that there was a whole lot of common ground
and began to see things differently.

Afterwards I was exhausted but absolutely chuffed. Chuffed because these people
may never get into a church but 1 actually believe that some work of the Gospel hap-
pened there. It was about people being able to hold to their views in such a way as
not to deny other people different views. They actually moved together as it hap-
pened and found a way of resolving their differences. Now that sounds like a rosy
story, but it doesn't always work that way. Sometimes you can’t get them to hear cach
other. But if I'd taken one side over against the other that wouldn’t have lessened the
conflict. It changes it, but it doesn't resolve it. The other way sometimes does. I'm
not aware of it ever leaving a situation worse off than when T entered it. Perhaps 1

wouldn't know that anyway.

So even though I am inclined to run 2 mile from conflict, I choose to get involved
because it is the way of the Cross although it sounds awfully pious to say it. It’s
believing that reconciliation is part of God’s gift to us and if it’s got to mean anything
it’s got to be worked out in practice. Tt's all back to my undetlying theology about
building kingdom values in ordinary human society. When someone gets up and
makes an outrageous statement in a meeting it hurts me because it offends my ideal-
ism. 1 find myself saying, “T don’t thinlk this is the way we ought to be behaving. This
s not true to the values of the Kingdom that we find in the New Testament.” And
people will say, “Ah, but i’s in our nature.” And T say, “Well, T know it’s human
nature. That's why were trying to allow the Spirit to change our nature to allow us to
live together in ways that make it unnecessary to make hurtful staternents about peo-

ple” As you well know it is costly in terms of being misunderstood and having to -

soak up a lot of aggression. So it's not an easy option, that’s for sure. But sometimes
it works.

Undoubtedly what T got from Avec helped me in the situation I have just
described. People tell me that one of the contributions I have made to their groups is
this ability to help them see the aspects and structure of a discussion and pull it into
shape. Thinking back to that one particular instance it was making it absolutely clear
that T valued both points of view, I wasn't taking sides. I encouraged them in the
belief that they were right to be standing where they stood and to feel what they felt.
As T said, to prevent it remaining a screaming match, there were moments when I
had to be quite insistent that one side kept quiet so that the others could actually
speak. In that way I was being highly directive. So I was in the middle of them, I was
trying to care for them, I was expressing concern for them, T was showing in terms of
my body language and the things I was saying that it was all right and if we stick with
it together we will find a way out of it. And, indeed, we did. I was summarising the
discussion theyd been having and where they'd got to and T kept referring to the
points that were emerging and saying, “Do you understand that? I'm not asking you to

3z
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agree with it but did you understand?” And not allowing them to go il .
i i ) th,
and said they did. Those sorts of strategies. & go on until they did

Sometimes it is helpful to write things up on a board — but not on that occasion, it
was very much a verbal-bodily engagement. I am known as the man with an easel’in
this circuit! I often write things on the flip charts, either in worship or in church
councils. It’s another way of getting people to see shapes of things.

Working with people in Woodchurch is very different from working with people
on courses. The approach remains the same, but the methods change. There would
be little point in me preparing a paper on an issue and circulating it for discussion in
Woodchurch. Members of the church are, in the main, elderly working class pen-
sioners, not the sort of people who are used to sitting down with a position paper and
writing their comments in a column in the margin before they come and discuss it at
the meeting. So the method required there is much more verbal input from me to
explain what I see to be the issues and to ask, is that how they sce the issues, and to
get that kind of conversation going. But it’s still about trying to arrive at “ou,r” deci-

_sions rather than me telling them what they are going to do.

They can and do think for themselves. I have to be careful of course. I could assume
that people are treating me and my comments with the same kind of critical respect
that I would find elsewhere when, in fact, they might be deferring to me. That
becomes obvious when they say, “Oh well, if you say so.” I'm then able to say, “But it’s
not what I say that matters, it's what we say.” To avoid this danger you've got to be
aware of it. You've got to check back, “Ts this what we've agreed?” “Is this what we want
to do?” “Is it the right thing?” So T would promote reflection and get clarification.

In Woodchurch T often prepare people for meetings from the pulpit by saying, for
example, “T'here’s a Church Council meeting in a fortnight. Everybody’s ab1:3 to
attend. And on the agenda there will be a, b or ¢ and you might like to give a bit of
thought to this and have a chat about it before you come.”

. And we tl}ink theologically in Woodchurch. If an issue comes up I would ask what
is our C‘hr1s't1an understanding on this? What insights do we bring to this? What val-
ues are required of us in this? And so the theology becomes part of the discussion.

Last year we were approached by the local authority. Would we provide accommo-
dation f.or a youth club that was being displaced from another part of the Estater Our
church is situated right next door to sheltered accommodation flats for elderly peo-
ple. One of the comments was, “Well, the people in Wesley Green won't like loads of
young people around here on a Friday night.” That caused me to raise questions
about the nature of neighbourliness and what are our mutual responsibilities to one
another, T.'he net result of that was that all the neighbourhood was immediately cir-
culated thl} a letter about what was going to happen and why and if there’s any
problems this was the person to see and contact. That was seen to be an act of good

.:_Ee}gilgourliness. So it is not the church deciding willy-nilly, imposing things upon its
neyghbourhood. But an attempt to meet a need and also to respect neighbours.

éiEeC?}:Iling Super.intendent of the Circuit in 1988 gave me new opportunities of
g the community development approach. It had revolutionised my ministry. It
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had proved to be relevant to four very different churches of which I had been minis-
ter and a wide range of community work. Now there was the challenge of using it in
relation to the Circuit as a whole, seven different churches with four ministers. Using
the approach in meetings was second nature to me. That had a good effect. It got
people sharing more. What I felt was needed was a policy which would enable the
Ciircuit to make decisions in relation to the larger context rather than immediate
problems. So in 1990, the Circuit Meeting said they wanted to formulate a policy
statement which would be a mission plan. This would be a yardstick by which to
make judgements at all levels in meetings and between them. We said the Circuit
policy must be something that enables, supports, enhances and facilitates local
churches. First of all, therefore, we needed to know what local churches were about.
(I am saying “we” because although I took the initiative my job was to enable us all
together to work out the staternent.) So we, as a Circuit, drew up a structure for a
review of the things that it would be helpful for the Circuit to know about its local
churches and which local churches could use to promote discussions out of which

their own mission statements would emerge.

All that took a year, Constructing local church mission statements took the long
autumn/early spring in each church. The Circuit then asked what it could do that
would enable these mission plans to be pursued. Out of that discussion the Circuit
developed its policy statement, Two immediate key issues were the financing of the
Cjrcuit which is creaking to say the least, and the best use of ministerial staff resources.

Considering the second issue led us to restructure the Circuit in two sectors: each
with two ministers, one with three and the other with four churches. Both ministers
were seen to be ministers in the three or four churches, cach minister having primary
responsibility for one or two churches and associate responsibilities in the other(s).
This has the effect of encouraging the view that ministers are Circuit resources not
the property of local churches, which is a bit of a crude way of putting it. That has
just been implemented. Already it has enabled us as a staff to work much more close-
ly as a team. We are now known as a “group ministry,” modelled on gencral practi-
tioners forming group practices. The staff are a Circuit staff. We mect weekly as a
sign of our commitment to each other and 25 a sign to the Circuit that we are wotk-
ing together as co-workers. It’s been tremendous. Jt is a significant development of
the way we've been working for some time now. ‘The work of each of us is scen to be
the work of the Circuit as a whole and we support one another in that work. Staff
meetings very often slip into what we would call “work consultancy mode” based on

Avec work paper sessions.

All this has been helpful in terms of staff recruitment policy. So the discussion
about my replacement included what we want this person to bring to the Circuit
resources — adult education and local preacher training.

Another thing was that we saw the need for a representative forum which would
enable the Circuit as 2 whole to address the issues that arise out of the churches “own-
ing their situations.” We believed that it was cssential that issues were arising out of
the actual situation rather than them being those that people thought were the issues.
‘We wanted to encourage an ebb and flow between individual members, local churches
and Circuit — and then, of course beyond Circuit. We hit on the idea of getting people
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to congregate around a particular issue and then disband. Other groups will be formed
to address other issues and then to disband. In this way the Circuit will encompass a
whole lot of issues. This is very different from having, for instance, an educatiolrjl and
youth committee that meets twice a year with a set agenda, ’

. 1.\10\??5 thn?e years later, we have a “Circuit Mission Plan.” It is spelt out in a booldet
Circuit Policy and how it is to be Implemented” and another booklet which spells ou;
Circuit Statting policy. It was a lot of work but I am convinced it was time well invest-
ed — but then youd expect me to say that, I've got a vested interest! As a staff we're all
very encouraged by it. It's done good things for the staff as well because it has enabled
us to gel and grow together much more, One of the important things about what we
did was that the discussions were started in local churches — it wasn't the Circuit out
there coming down on local churches. All round the Circuit people were energised by
those discussions. And each church has a mission statement now to which it can
return every year to see how far it has travelled. People at Irby, for example, get excited
now because they have a way of assessing things. “My goodness,” they say, “We set out
to do that and we've actually done it.” People get encouraged. And the cjliscussions at
Circuit level have been first rate. When people leave Circuit meetings saying, “T'hat
were a really good do,” then [ think we've got somewhere. ,

)

]

But we're all at different stages of commitment. If you talk to some people in the
Circuit I'm sure they’ll say, “Circuit review, what'’s that?” “Liocal church mission plan
what’s that?” In a sense I don’t think that that matters. What matters is that they fm(i
themselves in a Christian community that’s clearly going somewhere rather than just
vacillating from one church council to the next.

S.ix years after my first course I attended an Avec consultation about regional and
national work. My Chairman asked me to go because I was the District Lay Training
fSecretary. You and I had not been in touch at all during that period. It was interest-
ing to see what had happened. I saw that your thinking had moved on. There was
much more of a balance between non-directive and directive and a recognition of the
appropriateness of the directive approach. You and Catherine Widdicombe, reckoned
that, on the basis of the material that I'd produced in preparation for the consulta-
tion, the seeds of church and community development through non-directive action
that .had been sown during the 1971 course had taken root and were beginning to
flourish, You invited me to help staff courses and two years later I became a part-time
member of staff and remained one until 1992,

|
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thcn I came back home bone weary from conducting Avec courses but always
excited, always challenged. There is absolutely no doubt that my own local work has
. 'lzgen fed immeasurably by my encountering other people, examining their work with
A 61;11 and sharing ideas about what confronts them. On the other hand my local work
ena ecll me to .fced the courses as a local practitioner. So the onc fed the other. From a
ErOifissm.nal point of view, I got ideas, insights and intellectual challenges. From a per-
tgl:; P;I)lllﬂl.f of view I think T z?.lso got out of it the satisfaction of a different dimension
0 My ministry. There‘was a time when I thought perhaps my future might lic more in
ms of training but it hasn't and Pm quite sure it’s not meant to be. T was very, very
PPy to do the amount of training T did. T counted it a great privilege to have a foot in
camps for as long as I was able to. There is a very positive interaction between
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wortking locally in depth and working at a national level in depth with select groups of
people. Anybody who can engage in both - and it is difficult to sustain — is going to be
enriched and their own work is going to be enhanced. 'This kind of interaction is an
important thing to stimulate.

One of the things T feel good about is the way in which you and T have been able
to use these Avec ways of working to help cach other. They are not just methods to
use with people out there; they are for us to use on our work and our problems. We
scem to be able to work in a way that is very productive with an economy of time. 1
know that I can pick up the phone and all things being equal, we can soon get into 4
conversation that somehow or other gets on to our common wavelength and enables
us to help each other to think through issues. And T can’t sce how that could have
happened had we not invested time and effort into building up our working relation-
ships over many years. In fact we have become not only soul friends but co-consul-
tants. That is an invaluable resource, That kind of relationship is only possible if the
participants in it recognize one another’s integrity. That is absolutely vital. I know
that however much you might want to confront me you're not trying to make up my
mind for me. You're not trying to push me in a particular direction, you're trying to
help me find my direction. So there is no need for me to be defensive.

T think I’m now touching on what we might call the underlying philosophy of all
this. Tt is almost a cliché now to talk about the avec approach being a “way of life.”
But it is a good description because I see it as a way of life that is indivisible between
working in the church or in the community of living as 2 member of my family or
getting on with my mates down the road or whatever. You don’t switch it on and off
because it is something about where I am philosophically and theologically, and it’s
something about what I understand to be true humanness. I don’t want to get too
airy. If it is not a way of life there is something false or expedient about it. I think it is
something that grows, it grows on you, it grows in you. So there must be points along
that pathway of growth where it is more of a technique thaa it is an outworking of
on’s life but that is part and parcel of the growth anyway.

So if you tell me the approach is not appropriate then you're telling me that my
way of living is not appropriate. I suppose it would only be inappropriate if I actually
did believe that it could always work 100% and I could be 100% effective in every sit-
uation, I just don’t believe that anyway. That could be interpreted as a cop-out. I
dor’t think it is. Im always striving to become more effective in the way in which I

work with people.

So when I am going about my work I am not saying to myself, “Ab, this is a situa-
tion in which to be non-directive.” T just get on and do it and bring to the situation
what I've acquired in the process of equipping myself for the job. Obviously into
planning and preparation come the theories that we've applied through Avec but I
don’t label them as such. An example of that is a pastoral visiting course T've just led.
My preparation for that was very much in line with my preparation for an Avec
course. But I wasn’t consciously saying to myself, I must draw upon my avec
insights.” I tend to be intuitive but I recognize the need to be organized, the two go
together. I suppose that, beginning from an intuitive nature, things have come

together through action and reflection, people I've met, conversations I've engaged i
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in, courses I've been on. All that has informed my theory as well as my practice. My

theo‘ry is part o_f my resources. Mostly I draw upon it intuitively. But sometimes 1
consider things in relation to different theories.

- I am committed to this approach because | am passionately convinced about the
rightness of our calling as Christians to help to create the kind of human societies
that reflect the values of the New Testament and particularly those of the gospels. |
don't find there that we are being encouraged to lord it over others, quite the rever:-;e
What ]63}15 did was to give people the freedom to come to their own conclusions:
Now I might not be very good at applying that theory in practice and 1 know jolly
well I am not, but I am still none the less utterly committed to that as being the clue
to the kind of humanity that you find in Jesus and which is buried in each one of us
I really cannot think of a situation in which T have asked myself, “Ts it right to be try“.
ing to promote equality here?” however far we remain from the goal.

Working alongside people means that we esteem them from the word go. It’s not
something that we impart, we acknowledge that it’s there already. The servant God
w}_lo emptied himself does that for us. To me that is the theological linchpin of all
this. Our way of relating to people and working with rather than for them embodies
that religious belief.

Being alongside people is one thing, what T am beginning to see as I talk is that

i being comfortably alongside people is another. I am comfortable sitting alongside the
i people in Woodchurch and I believe they are comfortable sitting alongside me. You see
3 it's my stock, that’s where I'm from. I come from a lower working class background
Not that I am now, but I can nonetheless still identify with them, you can't forget Ir;

being comfortable there might also be an clement of my knowing that I am more ar-tiCH

ulattlt and.diﬁ“erently educated. T have a wider experience and I carry the authority that

my job gives me. So all these things could reinforce my confidence and if I allowed
] them they could certainly put the people at a disadvantage.

In twelve months time I am moving to Wilmslow and the situation could be
reversed. The people there will be very different — predominantly middle class with
many top executives and high fliers. I could allow myself to be intimidated by them.
My fe?lr is that I will not be comfortable alongside them. And if that happens it will
make it more difficult for me to do what I should be doing. One of the other things
that makes me comfortable is my commitment to the values and beliefs underlying
the approach that we’re talking about. It’s just occurred to me that the clearer I am
about that, the more comfortable I shall be in September with a new group of people.

That s.hould help the people as well because they may not feel comfortable sittin;
alongside me! i

wlBUt‘ am | putting too much emphasis on being comfortable? God stays with us
_When it must be uncomfortable for him to do so. Sometimes it’s jolly uncomfortable

. to M . 0 .
be’m his presence. Yes, that’s right, we can remain there when it is uncomfortable
hat's the crunch. ‘

kn?:Vhen I first got involved with Avec I was politically active through a movement
éru‘::&;n as the Alliance of Radical Methodists. I had strong political views about the
ure and values of society, about where the Church ought to be playing an
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influential role in development and about “the establishment” in Church and soci-
ety. I seemed to drop out of all that as [ got involved in Avec.

Tt would be difficult to identify exactly what happened. An obvious pressure is the
sheer economy of time. I am pretty sure that that really was the driving force. As the
demands on my doorstep increased so it was, I suppose, easier to push into the back of
one’s mind equally important issues on a larger front. It certainly has nothing to do
with a change in either political or theological commitment; that remains the same. |
often encourage people to get involved in issues, cither through councillots or their
MP because 1 believe that is the way our democracy works and we've got to have the
Christian input into that process. And I suppose there was also a sense of, well, here 1
can see something happening and I can see some tesults occurring and there is a bit of
return on one’s effort and the emotional investment. Whereas there seetned to be little
real change in the way the Church as a structure went about being the Church. Now
that is 2 bit of a cop-out really because today they’re having the South African elec-
tions. It reminds me of when 1 was in college thirty years ago. A few of us raised ques-
tions about apartheid and this country’s and the Church’s involvement in apartheid. It
has taken all that time for fundamental change. Who knows what ultimate influence
the more radical demonstrations and some of the direct action has had, but it kept the
issue alive in Methodism and through Methodism in other parts of our country. So
there is a place for it. Perhaps as we get a bit older we tend to be less impetuous and
more pragmatic about things. I say it somewhat jocularly, but I think there is some
truth in it as well. Others of my contemporaries have been able to remain much more
active in the Alliance of Radical Methodists than 1 have.

The Alliance of Radical Methodists has tended to be confrontational in its
approach to things whereas the avec approach is not. I don't find that uncomfortable, [
thinl there are occasions when I'm prepared to confront. Both approaches have their
place in the overall scheme of things as can be seen from what I have already said.

Avec was not 4 campaigning organization for social change in the sense that the
Alliance of Radical Methodists was. Whoever chose the subtitle, “a service agency”
made a good choice. In the light of my experience Avec’s place has been in enabling
me to be involved in the campaigning issues locally as and when appropriate 