REPORT OF REV RICHARD JACKSON, British Representative to the Methodist Church Sierra Leone (MCSL) Conference held at Buxton Memorial Methodist Church, Freetown 22nd to 27th May 2012.
Ten years on from the elections that confirmed the end of the ‘Blood Diamond’ fuelled conflict that has seen Charles Taylor sentenced recently at the Hague for crimes against humanity, the Methodist Church in Sierra Leone continues its work of reconciliation and restoration. Though not without its problems as reported to the Conference, the MCSL under the able and sensitive leadership of its President of Conference, Rt Rev Arnold Temple; the Secretary, Rev Musa Jambawai and a gifted group of lay-people continues with its re-building programme despite limited resources and funding.
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Conference visitors from the UK: Rev Richard Jackson as the British Representative; Rev Ken Todd from Ireland and Mr Peter Worrell, Cliff College International Training Centre (CCITC) lecturer; (and recently arrived Mission Partner Rev Dr Wendy Kilworth-Mason); are pleased to express our appreciation of the generous hospitality provided by MCSL and to say thank you to those friends who hosted us in their homes and responded to every request made by us: Mr Moshe Roberts; Ms Marcella Davies and Ms Andrina Coker respectively.

The chosen theme for the Conference: “Rediscovering Our Evangelical Heritage” inspired reports that: 

reflected on lessons to be learned from their past history of 220 years of Methodism in Sierra Leone;

reviewed immediate but diverse concerns about recruitment for the ministry through to land encroachment;

responded positively to good news being shared and looked forward in faith and hope to future growth.

For the first time, the MCSL Conference followed a recent tradition begun elsewhere of having a separate ‘Lay Session’ on the opening day meeting at the same time as that of the traditional ‘Ministerial Session’ of Conference. The ‘Lay Session’ later reported back their concerns to the main sessions of Conference accompanied by a request that the Ministers also should report back in future. This plea was ‘noted’!

The shared Conference opened in the Buxton Methodist Church in Freetown under the watchful eye of Sierra Leonean Methodism’s saints of old commemorated in their treasured stained glass window.
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The opening devotions led by the Chairman of Kailahun/Kono District reminded us that ‘Methodism was a Movement before it became a Church’. This was followed by an inspirational and wide-ranging Presidential address (subsequently published). Expanding on the Conference Theme the President led us from the historic ‘Deed of Foundation’ to consider some challenges that might lead us into a contemporary expression of ‘Our Evangelical Heritage’ in the MCSL. 

The shared closing session on Methodists in Mission linked with the Wesley Historical Society was led by Rev Ken Todd, invited guest from the Irish Methodist Conference. Mr Todd helpfully linked the Theme of the Conference with the historic coming to Sierra Leone of George Warren and friends in 1811. He was able also to dovetail in reflections on the life and witness of Rev Leslie Wallace shared in the recently published book ‘Pa Wallace’, which was made available to the Conference.

Here is not the place to rehearse again all that is written up in the reports and later the journal of Conference. With several very full days at Conference sharing excellent food, fellowship and hospitality with friends old and new followed by meetings each evening, this supposedly brief report might soon become a book.
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As the Secretary of Conference made clear ‘land encroachment’ and the consequent time-consuming conversations and/or legal action relating to this issue is becoming a major concern of the church in all three Districts. Obviously, the situation has been exacerbated by the ten years of conflict but even long-standing institutions like the Nixon Memorial Hospital and some of our Methodist Schools are struggling to protect their rights to land which is not being used at present. Whilst the Conference Office does what it can with limited resources of time and money, it seems clear that much more will need to be done if land that was gifted to the MCSL in earlier years is to be preserved for future generations. A full-time appointment of someone who has the legal background to assess the documentation that is available and negotiating skills to take time over such issues may help to alleviate the situation and the work-load for the Conference Office.
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The agreed 2010 edition of the Constitutional Practice and Discipline of the Methodist Church Sierra Leone was actually printed, published and a copy presented to the British Representative by Dr Sama Banya, a friend and former Vice-President, towards the end of the 2012 Conference. When the time came for designations to be made for the President and Vice President of the 2014 Conference confusion reigned! It became clear that legislation made in a hurry as a reaction to immediate circumstances and personalities, even when written up with the positive intention of promoting inclusivity and unity, can in fact unintentionally become the trigger for the kind of controversy that it was meant to eliminate. After much heart-searching and prayer the concerns expressed from all sides were referred to the General Purposes Committee of the Conference for further consideration and for guidance to be given during the two years before the next Conference.
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Other controversial issues that might at times have derailed the Conference were dealt with, largely through the ‘good humour’ of all present. The President’s gracious releasing at times of the ‘chairing’ of the Conference to the former President (now Emeritus) Rt Rev Francis Nabieu, the Vice-President and chosen visitors helped to maintain a light touch with little sense of business being rushed or delegates being denied the opportunity to make their contribution. The helpful Sierra Leonean tradition which allows representatives and those from the various institutions to ‘hang heads=discuss’ together outside of the Conference itself and move towards a rapprochement may not please all, but it does allow the Conference to make progress. 

Again the value of having others chair the Conference generated insights from elsewhere. The Presiding Bishop of the Ghana Conference, Rev Prof Emmanuel Asante, in particular proved helpful with background information provided about issues of common concern. MCSL expressed its appreciation to Ghana for the gift of three Ghanaian ministers who have been serving in Sierra Leone, but who will be returning home soon and they expressed the hope (and invitation) for others to come and take their place. The ordination service, for three new ministers received by the Conference, appropriately on the 24th May, at which Rev Prof Asante preached, drew attention to a concern expressed in Conference about a perceived and growing imbalance in ministry. There are fewer ministers offering for full-time ‘stationable’ ministry than those ‘non-stipendiary’ ministers whose opportunities for service may be limited geographically or by personal circumstances. On the other hand, as Rev Roland Allen in his book ‘Missionary Methods: St Paul’s or Ours’ pointed out 100 years ago, full-time paid ministry (and multiple mission pioneered institutions) can be impossible to maintain without outside support when ‘younger’ churches like MCSL and some ‘older’ churches in decline are struggling to maintain their ministry and mission. 

MCSL expressed its thanks also to the Methodist Conferences of Britain and Ireland for the support given and noted the continuing strong relationships, particularly as the Designated Presidents & Vice President of those Conferences have enjoyed long and strong associations with the Methodist Church in Sierra Leone. Rev S Kenneth Todd and I, (both former missionaries with MCSL) were able to respond on several occasions at Conference and in public evening meetings as we brought greetings and renewed contacts with old friends like Dr Sama Banya and Ms Lillian Lahai reinforcing the strength of those relationships.
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The final service held in the afternoon of Conference Sunday (most people having attended worship for several hours in the morning) included the sermon of the British Representative on the words of Jesus, ‘This Do in Remembrance of Me’ shared in the context of a service of Holy Communion. Our first time visitor to Sierra Leone, Peter Worrell, who earlier took two days out of Conference and carried our greetings during sight-seeing travel in Bo, Kenema and Segbwema proved to be ‘at home’ on his violin with a mini-recital and as he accompanied a duet sung by the President of Conference and the Chair of the Western District. By general consensus, their violin accompanied singing of ‘Amazing Grace’ by John Newton who was a slave-trader in Sierra Leone,  followed by a joyful sing-in of the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’ led by the massed choirs from the Freetown Methodist Churches, provided a fitting climax to the Conference proper as we ended on a celebratory and joyful note of thanksgiving to God.

On Monday, 28th May, a training day at the Theological College with a representative from Tear Fund (at which we were observers) proved to be the beginning of a new relationship, which may lead to joint projects being undertaken in the future. 
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We used the Tuesday (before ministers returned to their up-country stations) to run a pre-planned Cliff College International Training Centre (CCITC) ‘Refresher Day’ for former students/trainees who had completed the pioneering pilot programme in Sierra Leone several years ago. 

The intention behind this new initiative (which will be repeated in Nigeria) later in the year was to have those involved in the programme complete a ‘reactionnaire’ following-up in the longer-term on earlier evaluations.

The 27 forms completed, when analysed, will provide fresh data direct from our trainees on how the training given and the books and resources provided through the Cliff College validated ‘International Diploma In Applied Ministry and Mission’ (IDIAMM) course have impacted on their ministry. 

An open invitation was issued for lay leaders and ministers to attend the ‘Refresher Day’ of lectures and activities in the Buxton Methodist Church Centre. The President and the Secretary of the Conference, plus the Principal of the Theological College were in attendance, and up to 90 people were present for some or all of the sessions. We were able to project and distribute to everyone present DVD’s of this pioneering programme’s development in both Sierra Leone and Nigeria. In addition 200 CD’s were distributed for use [image: image9.jpg]


of lay and ordained leaders of MCSL. These CD’s contained 1400 pages of Ministry & Mission Lecture Notes; whole books on Preaching; and PowerPoint presentations on everything from working with children through to learning lessons from ‘New Generation Churches’. This kind of resource, easily produced, carried and accessed will be helpful to leaders of our partner churches in countries where books are expensive to buy and internet access continues to be spasmodic and unreliable. Rev Ken Todd through MMS(Ireland) was able to provide copies of a study book on Biblical Concepts to participants along with the recently published ‘Pa Wallace’ in which he shares something of the mind, memories and ministry of the much-loved former missionary (1949-87). 
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The greetings of the father of the Sierra Leone and Irish Methodist Conferences, Rev S Leslie Wallace MBE, CR along with such memories were shared with all and it seemed appropriate for Rev Ken Todd and me that our final morning should be spent with two outstanding, but ageing mentors and friends from our early days of service with MCSL. The 96 year old, E L Coker and comparative youngster, G L Thomas, gracious as ever, with their family around them welcomed us into their homes with tears in their eyes and we took photographs so that we too might revive precious memories for families and old friends back at home.

As we settled into our seats for our return flight home, I put the book launched during our stay by Peter Penfold, the former British High Commissioner into the seat pocket in front of me. As I turned away from the brightly coloured cover of ‘Atrocities, Diamonds and Diplomacy’ subtitled, ‘The inside story of the conflict in Sierra Leone’, I looked across the aisle to my left and saw the same book sitting in the rack in front of a young Sierra Leonean lady sitting there. In conversation, proudly she showed me pictures from the book of her late father Chief Sam Hinga Norman, described there as a true hero of the Sierra Leone conflict, who led the resistance to the rebels, but who in 2003 was indicted for war crimes by the Sierra Leone Special Court and died in detention following an operation in 2007. 

The convicted Charles Taylor, the censured British High Commissioner, Peter Penfold, the indicted defender, Hinga Norman and many others with mixed motives caught up in a conflict, the consequences of which still impact upon a nation! Ten years on from the end of this devastating conflict and the rights and wrongs of action taken by key participants in the troubles continue to be debated. This is the confused cultural context within which the Methodist (and other churches) in Sierra Leone continue to rebuild a shattered nation and church. To those who have loved and served in MCSL, it has been an historic jewel in the crown of mission among our partner churches overseas. In recent years it has become a parable illustrating the difficulties that face a church continuing on a journey. ‘Rediscovering Our Evangelical Heritage’ in the MCSL will lead it again into the complexities of church hopes and dreams set against a confused political and desperate economic background that will not make it easy to discern how, “To serve the present age, My calling to fulfil.” 

Let those seeking easy and early solutions to the problems that face the Methodist Church in Sierra Leone, look elsewhere. Those who care, will continue in prayer and give practical support and encouragement to those seeking to maintain their witness in a country that has moved from being labelled in missionary parlance the ‘White Man’s Grave’ to being seen in the 1990’s and early 20th century as one of the ‘Most dangerous places on earth’. Our recent and past personal experience reminded us that its people at peace are among the most welcoming to be found anywhere in the world.

Richard Jackson (Rev)

Wednesday, 06 June 2012 
