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Secession is an ugly thing


‘Secession in an ugly thing’

The emergence and development of Free Methodism in late twentieth century England

On 31st October 1994, American Eagle flight 4184 crashed in icy conditions, hitting the ground at a high speed, as it was approaching Chicago’s O’Hare Airport. All sixty-eight passengers and crew were killed, including two Britons, Ken Leech
 and Alan Ramm. Leaders of the Free Methodist Church in the UK, they had been visiting the Board of Administration meetings of the World Ministries Centre in Indianopolis, the headquarters of the Free Methodist Church to which they belonged. Through this air disaster the fledgling British Free Methodist Church lost outstanding leadership but not momentum.
The Free Methodist Church in England was formed in 1971 following the defection of a number of Methodist evangelicals in the North West of England from the Methodist Church. The presenting cause of their secession was the Anglican-Methodist Unity proposals which had been approved by the Methodist Conference in its Representative Session in 1969 by over the required 75% majority. This decision was reaffirmed in July 1970 when 79% of the Conference voted to proceed with Stage One of the proposals and again in 1972, in spite of Anglican cold feet having long been exposed by that time.

The unity scheme provoked strident opposition from some Methodists. The Voice of Methodism which challenged the scheme in the High Court received attention in the Methodist Recorder but the more moderate, but no less deeply felt, opposition of others went comparatively unnoticed.
 Twenty-three churches, including Preston (Trinity), Garstang and Lancaster, subsequently key places in the Free Methodist story, requested Conference to make provision for dissentients should the scheme be accepted. The reply sent said, ‘that it is hoped that all members of the Conference will abide loyally by the judgement of the Conference’ and that such matters should be considered after decision had been reached, consideration, which, of course, was never given.

Ecumenical advocates had little understanding of those who had reservations. At the Conference in 1970, while supporting the motion to proceed with the first part of Union with the Church of England, Donald English spoke for many who did not support it and suggested there might be other ways forward.
 But his call was ignored. Alternative approaches to ecumenism, such as that put forward in Growing into Union were regularly contemptuously dismissed. And comments such as that of the Ecumenical Movement Committee reporting in 1971 at the Harrogate Conference did nothing to create harmony with its comment that, ‘Inevitably the pattern varies greatly from place to place. It must be admitted that in some areas, a diminishing number, there is no understanding of ecumenism. However, in most places there is evidence of an increasing willingness to work together and learn form each other.’
 Opponents might well have replied that there was no understanding of their objections, or even of pristine Methodism in the quest for visible union.

The objections to the scheme were principally threefold. First they objected to the general ecumenical pressure being asserted towards ‘visible union’, by Easter 1980. Secondly, they objected because it would make explicit a commitment to doctrinal comprehensiveness and relativism which, they believed, would be a denial of the evangelical heritage of Methodism. Doctrine was commonly thought to divide, and so was marginalized, while church order was thought to unite. Thirdly, there was a more widely-felt concern that the ‘Service of Reconciliation’ implied that Methodist ministry was deficient in that it had lacked the laying on of hands that ensured apostolic succession. 

When the Anglicans failed to secure the necessary majority for the scheme to go forward it did not mollify the discontented evangelicals of the North West. ‘Left like a jilted bride at the altar’, in their view the damage had already been done’.
 A week after the 1969 decision of Conference fourteen ministers from the North West met at the inspiration of the Garstang Circuit. The meetings grew and eventually became known as the North West Evangelical Fellowship, a Fellowship that continued until 1977. 

The opposition to ecumenism was only the final straw in the estrangement they felt from mainstream Methodism. Major discontent focused on the Circuit System which meant that an evangelical lay preacher or minister could have his teaching contradicted and undermined the following week, or even later in the same day, by a liberal preacher. It prevented the formation and nurture of evangelical congregation and offended the ‘folk fundamentalism’ of especially lay Methodists.
 The Methodist Conference did nothing to allay their fears when, according to Adrian Hastings, it became at the time ‘more than ever committed to all progressive causes’.

The deepest reason of all, according to Barry Walton, was the attitude of the Methodist Church as a whole to Scripture.
 He and others had trained for the ministry in Manchester where A. S. Peake, a higher critical scholar of international repute, held sway. While they sought to learn openly while in college, they were grass-roots Methodists and found the influence of liberal approaches to the Bible destructive in the church and struggled to see a way forward. They only seceeded when they felt the Bible’s message and authority had been so eroded that it was beyond rescue.

Arkholme (now Capernwray) decided early on to refuse to pay their circuit dues so that money did not get into the hand of the liberals. The meetings involved much prayer and discussion but increasingly addressed the question as to whether people were prepared to leave Methodism to preserve its original evangelical foundation. These were costly decisions as it meant losing their buildings and, in the case of ministers, their homes and pensions, if not their salaries, presuming others would meet them.

Three key leaders led the separation from Methodism and the joining of the Free Methodist Church. Frank Mitchell, Ron Taylor and Barry Walton. It is clear that the secession was painful to them but they believed that they were leaving Methodism so they could continue to be Methodists. Frank Mitchell describes secession as ‘an ugly thing’ and pointed out that when separation took place people separated not only from that which was bad but also from that which was good.
 There could be, in his view, no place for separating into a self-protective holy huddle that cut itself off from incarnational ministry and evangelism in the world. Rev Frank Ockenden, who was on the point of retiring received his pension. Other seceding ministers were refused their pensions but were repaid their personal contributions without interest. 
None of these brethren were supporters of independency, which they felt narrow and unwise, and in any case, had never flourished in the North West. They believed you needed to belong to some sort of wineskin.  Ron Taylor, of Wigan Superintendent of the District of Wigan, was the first to make contact with Free Methodism. The primary connection came through the Southport Revival Convention which all three leading ministers attended and at which they spoke. There had been some links before 1969 through this holiness convention, when Victor Trinder, who oversaw a few Free Methodist Church is Northern Ireland came to speak. Trinder was also known through his ‘Light and Life Hour’ broadcasts from TWR in Monte Carlo. Taylor himself joined the Free Methodists and spoke of it at a key meeting in Morcambe on 26th September 1970 when one hundred leaders were present. Then, without pressurizing others to do the same, he suggested the Rev Dale Woods of the FMC in North America be invited to speak. 

Barry Walton, the younger partner in the trio, had served in Methodist ministry for fourteen years and resigned in August 1971. 

They attempted to handle the situation openly as a matter of integrity, although they later confessed this was naïve. Consequently they sent statements of their activities to the Methodist authorities at circuit and national level. But having done so, they were forbidden to host their meetings on Methodist property and the Secretary of the Methodist conference wrote to the Free Methodists in the USA demanding that they send no more representatives to the UK. This, the dissentients saw, as a limitation of their right of free association and may have catapulted them into the arms of the Free Methodists even more quickly than might have occurred otherwise.

Morecambe was the first Free Methodist Church formed. Frank Mitchell had been suspended from ministry and lay preachers forbidden to preach in the circuit. So, ‘the Breakaway Church’, as the local press dubbed it, was formed in mid April with 30 and 37 respectively in their morning and evening congregations, a congregation which doubled the next week, and a collection of £28.

Garstang Free Methodist Circuit commenced on 5th Sept 1971 with Barry Walton preaching. Victor Trinder took part, as did a representative from the USA. The circuit then split into churches in Garstang, Crown Lane and Great Eccleston. Ron Taylor, who became the FMC representative in England, became pastor of a new church in Winstanley, a suburb of Wigan, which opened in November 1971 with nineteen members. 

By 1983, these five churches, with their three ministers and 162 members had become twelve churches. By 1998 they were eighteen ministers, 13 congregations and 781 members.
 Religious Trends No 7 reported twenty-four churches, twenty-one ministers and 2600 members, in 2006.
 Two things are significant about this figure. Six of these churches are in Cornwall, the traditional heartland of Methodism, to which Free Methodism has always been committed. Ken Leech was serving in Helston at the time of his death. And, secondly, the biggest numerical step forward in recent years, took place when the Renewal Christian Centre in Solihull affiliated to the Free Methodists in 2004, having originally been an Elim Church. It has 1,500 ‘partners’ and eight congregations, which were all counted as one church, around the Birmingham area.

Who are the Free Methodists?

The Free Methodists came to ‘reluctant birth’
 in 1860 when B. T. Roberts who had been converted in a ‘revival’ in 1840s and received ‘entire sanctification’ through the preaching of Phoebe Palmer, in 1850, the year he was ordained and began to serve the Genesee Conference in New York. In 1857 he wrote a paper accusing the powers in the Circuit of betraying the biblical and Wesleyan foundations of Methodism including such things as combining regeneration and sanctification, distrusting deep Christian experience, displacing the class meeting, building elaborate churches, going for fashionable audiences, abandoning the simple lifestyle and substituting bazaars for stewardship.
 Significantly, he also opposed Free Masonry within the Methodist Church. He was charged with ‘immoral and unchristian conduct unbecoming a minister’ but before those charges were resolved in 1860 a group of 15 preachers and 45 laymen had already gathered to form a new church.  B. T. Roberts, who was posthumously absolved by the Genesee Conference in 1910, became its reluctant leader. 

Its mission was ‘to maintain the biblical standard of Christianity, and to preach the gospel to the poor’. And from the start ‘the touchstone of Free Methodism’s doctrinal integrity has been,’ they asserted, ‘its faithfulness to the Wesleyan witness to entire sanctification as a distinct work of grace.’
 It was a movement that held true to the essentials of Holiness teaching. The church is episcopally governed but had equal lay and ministerial delegates in its annual and general conferences, giving it something of a congregational element. In the late twentieth century the power moved even more in a congregational direction, in response to the social revolutions and anti-authority culture of the times.  The four Bishops continue to exercise major leadership among the churches, officially, of an administrative kind although in reality involving great spiritual oversight, but the church is much more decentralised than it was.

Causes and context

Frank Mitchell probably correctly admits there is something about the stubbornness and independence of Lancashire people that contributed to the split. Local factors were significant. The secession is a further example of the divorce, which David Clark drew attention to in Staithes, between Methodism as it formally operated at the centre and Methodism as it actually operated at ground level, particularly at a distance from London.
 
But, in context, the secession should be seen as one of several possible responses to the spiritual and moral turbulence of the times. Growing liberalism in theology, relativism in morals and ecumenism in organisation, inevitably provoked a conservative reaction among those who felt the essential foundations of the evangelical faith were under threat in comprehensive denominations. 

The celebrated address by Dr Martyn Lloyd-Jones at the Evangelical Assembly in 1966 called for evangelicals to come together, ‘not occasionally but always’ to counter the false unity of the Ecumenical movement which he believed to be ‘a pressing problem’ for evangelicals. He rebutted the charge of schism by saying that ‘it is not schism to leave a Church which is apostate — that is one’s Christian duty’. In a passage which was to become directly relevant to the Free Methodist secessionists, he said that ‘such action would mean great hardship, financial and economic problems. But Evangelicals,’ he claimed, ‘had never been afraid of such, and should not be.’
 Frank Mitchell refers in his lectures to this address and to the widespread unrest of the times as ‘a yeasting process’.
 

The situation of Anglican evangelicals was very different. They were growing in strength and influence, as demonstrated by Keele Congress of 1967, and could draw encouragement from each other.
 They had more room to express themselves within the looser structure of Anglicanism (see Belben below). Rightly or wrongly, they were considered increasingly to turn inwards and neglect evangelicals in the other denominations as they had done in the 1950s and the Billy Graham era.
 The smaller number of evangelical Methodists gave some a sense that they were beleaguered.

The English Baptists were undergoing a similar crisis at the same time over the ‘Michael Taylor Affair’ of 1971 when a number of churches withdrew from BUGB. Although no new denomination was formed because of their independence and congregationalism, fifty–six ministers formed an Association of Evangelical Baptist Churches which lasted from 1972-81 and was then dissolved.
 Barry Walton claimed that the secessionist churches had look in the direction of the Baptist but never seriously considered joining because they valued connexionalism over independence and because they viewed ‘the Michael Taylor Affair’ as a sign that evangelicals within the Baptists Union of Great Britain were facing similar battles to their own within Methodism.

More widely, Lord Longford’s set up his Commission into Pornography in 1971 and, the moral crusade, the Festival of Light, took place in September 1971, which then found more permanent expression in the Nationwide Festival of Light which evolved into CARE.
  As Hugh McLeod notes, ‘there was a symbiotic relationship between the growth of secularism and of religious conservatism.’
 Increasing secularism in society and liberalism in the church was felt to be threatening to many and provoked various conservative reactions. 

It is not surprised that the response of some Methodists was to assert themselves in such a way as to visibly conserve what they saw as authentic and original Methodism and free themselves from the straight-jacket of the Circuit System which undermined the convictions which they strongly held.

Other evangelical responses

Not all evangelicals felt the need to withdraw from the Methodist Church and those who did profess respect for those who remained in the hope of reforming form within. They felt that the attempt to do so was futile. Evangelical Baptists and Anglicans did not face the need to withdraw, as the FMs saw it. The congregational government of the former and the size of the latter meant they could function within their own circles and insulate themselves from denominational liberalism. But the centralised and circuit system in Methodism made this impossible.



Close friends of the secessionists had formed Conservative Evangelicals In Methodism in 1970, under the leadership of Donald English,
 and had committed themselves  to engage with Methodist structures rather than withdraw. In 1975 English gave an unpublished paper on ‘A Conservative Evangelical in Methodism’,
 and their annual lecture in 1978, delivered by Howard Belben, former Principal of Cliff College, entitled The Evangelical Methodist, seems to be a careful justification for their continuing involvement within Methodism. Eschewing the term ‘fundamentalist’, because it connoted anti-intellectualism, they championed the adjective ‘conservative’ because they were dedicated ‘to conserve things of importance that they fear they are in danger of losing’.
 They were not conservative in style, politics or dress but were concerned to be ‘Biblical Christians’. Conservative evangelicals, Belben said, found their home in the Evangelical Alliance’s Doctrinal Basis and would affirm the historic creeds ‘without mental reservations or a tongue in the cheek’
. 

Belbin then reviewed the classic hallmarks of evangelical spirituality, namely, expository preaching, assurance evangelism, the Quiet Time, the prayer meeting, the quest for holiness, and support for parachurch organisations, together with the added Methodist emphasis on free grace, social holiness and partnership with others. They were, he said, proud of Methodism but not denominationally-minded.
 

They were uncompromising but not spoiling for a fight. They would stand their ground, ‘without becoming aggressive, abrasive, prickly, elusive, divisive or arrogant. We are’, he declared, ‘ready for partnership.’
 Although he does not mention them, he identifies the difficulties which former colleagues who had departed to the Free Methodists identified. Methodism had become a pluralistic church where those with minority views found it difficult to feel at home. The Circuit System was a particular problem in an ‘otherwise admirable’ church. District chairs and the Stationing Committee seemed to favour discontinuity. Anglican evangelicals had more freedom and room for private enterprise because they did not belong to a tight connexional system like their Methodist evangelicals lack counterparts. Yet, he judged, ‘Evangelicals have little to complain about in the part they have been able to play within the connexion in recent years’.
 Local viewpoints were taken seriously and evangelicals were not victimized. 

In the light of this, ‘it may be wondered why some conservative evangelical ministers and laymen have not felt at home in their church and have left for other denominations in recent years.’
 He gave two reasons why this might have happened. First, some were concerned about their growing family, and, secondly, some believed that staying in a doctrinally-mixed denomination was to be untrue to their evangelical heritage.

Believing it was no time to abandon the ship, Belben then set out several reasons for staying, which he says are not exhaustive but illustrative. They were the ‘high value set on fellowship in our church’; the rich ‘treasure-house’ of the `Methodist Hymn Book which would be lost to those who left; the emphasis on the priesthood of all believers; and, ‘the Methodist emphasis on Christian experience’, since in Methodism doctrine had never been a set of propositions but always something to be experienced. He concluded, ‘The crew and the passengers are a mixed bunch. But we must learn together, and together face the storms. We have the same Captain, and we are under his orders. Some of us have promised him that we will stay in the ship.’

It is unclear how directly this lecture was aimed at those who had defected to Free Methodism or who, a few years after the initial division were still in danger of doing so.
 David Sharp, a tutor at Cliff College at the time and early member of Conservative Evangelicals in Methodism, does not remember much if any discussion about the departure of the Lancastrian churches to Free Methodism.
 However, in asking Brian Hoare, another participant and subsequently President of Conference, why the Methodist Recorder and Conference Minutes said little or nothing about it, he said his memory was that it was regarded as an internal matter among evangelicals rather than a matter for the denomination as a whole.
 This would suggest Belben’s lecture was crafted in the light of that unspoken agenda.

Fundamentalist or just more conservative?

A logical deduction might be that those who left for Free Methodism were more fundamentalist than conservative evangelical. Brian Hoare confirmed that this was the impression at the time, although no more than an impression.
 Initial reading of the Free Methodist doctrines and practice lends some credence to this.
 They were Arminian Protestants, holding to standard evangelical beliefs, ‘with a distinctive emphasis on entire sanctification as held by John Wesley’. They were doughty defenders of ‘scriptural holiness’.
 Their ethos seemed to thrive on ‘folk fundamentalism’. 

In terms of conduct, to which they consistently give considerable attention, they advocated self-denial and temperance, were anti-tobacco, believed members should only marry a Christian (but not necessarily a Free Methodist), recognised divorce only on the grounds of adultery, discouraged ‘superfluity of apparel’, declared secret societies anti-Christian and destructive of the interests of the church, espoused pacifism and conscientious objection, deplored dancing and denounced racial discrimination and injustice.
 Observance of the Sabbath, long held as sacred trust, was not explicitly mentioned in the 1969 Book of Discipline but was in the 1974 Book, probably because it could not longer be taken for granted.

Some of these suggest fundamentalist attitudes but other indicators usually associated with fundamentalism were and are absent. They give little evidence of being militant, in the sense that George Marsden characterises fundamentalism.
 They do not spend their time denouncing others as apostate. They have never advocated inerrancy, but rather taken their stand on plenary inspiration.
 Their doctrinal statements on scripture are similar to the Lausanne Covenant, in stating that the Bible is ‘completely truthful in all it affirms’.
 The same clause stresses the human authorship of the Bible who wrote in ‘the literary forms of their times’. They are not wedded to the KJV. They have never tightly controlled their colleges of Higher Education, believing them to be church–related rather than church-controlled.
 They do not advocate a seven-day creation, although they have pleaded for public schools to give ‘completely fair consideration’ to ‘concepts of first origins’ including special creation.
 They are only separatists to a degree, being members of mainstream evangelical groupings like the NAE in the States and EA in the UK. They have a fraternal relationship with the World Methodist Conference from which they withdrew their full membership in 1980.
 Invitations to join the NCC and WCC were ‘summarily rejected’ in 1955 because of their liberal theology.
 

A realistic weighting of the evidence would suggest the Free Methodists were, at their point of origin, conservative evangelicals rather than fundamentalists.

Increasing accommodation?

Various explanations have been put forward by sociologists in the United States to explain the rise of fundamentalism and the vitality of fundamentalist churches. Little such work has been done here. Setting aside the somewhat discredited deprivation theories, Christian Smith has critiqued the sheltered enclave theory, the status discontent theory, the strictness theory and the competitive market theory before positing his own subcultural identity theory.
 It is much the most persuasive of the theories. Subcultural identity caters for people’s need for meaning and belonging, by drawing symbolic boundaries that create distinction between themselves and relevant outgroups which they themselves define as significant. Religious groups always continuously renegotiate their identity ‘by continually reformulating the ways their constructed orthodoxies engage the changing sociocultural environments they confront.’
 Modern pluralistic societies encourage the formation of strong and varied subcultures. Conflict between groups ‘typically strengthens in-group identity, solidarity, resources mobilization and membership retention.’
 All this seems descriptive of the Free Methodist experience in its early days of secession from Methodism.

But, having established itself, in what way has the continual renegotiation and reformulation of orthodoxies, of which Smith spoke,
 happened among them? Rejecting Hunter’s view that in the dialectic between modernity and a religious worldview the religious worldview is always bound to be the weaker partner, and consequently accommodate and become cognitively contaminated, and rejecting even Shibley’s more positive view of the ‘successful’ accommodation found in the Vineyard Fellowship, Smith argues that religious bodies continually renegotiate and reformulate their identities viz a viz wider society.
 Smith agures, ‘Religious groups in modern society may and sometimes do bargain away their core beliefs. But they also can and do creatively renegotiate and strategically adapt their beliefs and practices to perform more robustly in the modern context.’

The Free Methodists have demonstrated some renegotiation since their inception in the UK without straying from their distinctive foundations and convictions. Leadership, style of worship and ambiance remain relatively conservative, although openness to panEvangelical movements such as EA and Spring Harvest, and especially Keswick, partly for georaphical reasons, have introduced greater diversity of style in, for example, music. Leaders remain highly committed and motivated to Free Methodism. However, a softening or reformulation of stance is seen particularly in regard to what they term ‘Christian Conduct’. 

Acknowledging that Free Methodism ‘tended toward a legalism in discipline for its churches and members’
 changes began to occur from 1979 onwards. At the 1979 Conference a petition called for the ‘rules’ in the Membership Covenant to become ‘principles’. Although the General Conference adopted a motion to that effect in 1985 it was not ratified in a referendum among the other Conferences, as required. The issue provoked a flood of petitions five years later. McKenna explains that the pressure arose because ‘Growing congregations and church plants had converts and transfers desiring membership in the church before demonstrating the spiritual maturity the rules implied.’
 Consequently, the 1989 General Conference made the guidelines for Christian conduct a goal rather than a requirement for membership. The 1995 General Conference harmoniously completed this phase of renegotiation. This final step was taken in response to the study of scripture, in particular 1 Peter, and a discussion of how they could closely reflect what it meant to be a member of the church in the New Testament era.

The key resolutions they accepted stated:

That we reaffirm our vision of the Christian life as described in Chapter iii of the Book of Discipline, as the conduct descriptive of our mature Christian lives; and

That we change the entry level on our church by focusing on repentance, faith and baptism as the primary requirement for membership.

Nervousness was expressed by some that this would represent a lowering of standards and compromise the maintenance of their membership integrity.
 But the proposal’s from the Commission on Doctrine won the day, stressing that ‘we are saved by grace, through faith, not by moral accomplishments’
 and reassuring people with such arguments as:

By moving our point of entry to repentance, faith and baptism, we are incorporating the new convert into the body of Christ at the point when spiritual help is most needed and most valuable. If a Free Methodist congregation is alive in Christ, if the preaching is well-rounded and authentic, and if God’s pure love is radiated in the church, spiritual growth will follow.

To this major change, more minor evidence of the reformulation is evident in the wording of the Book of Discipline which in some parts, especially to do with Christian Conduct, is regularly re-written. Recent editions, for example, have included clauses on abortion (they are opposed except when the mother’s life is at stake), euthanasia (‘there is no justification for’ it) and reproductive technology (it’s complex and because it is possible it does not make it morally acceptable).  A number of illustrations must suffice.
The 1969 BD said of Entire Sanctification that it

…is that work of the Holy Spirit subsequent to regeneration, by which the fully consecrated believer, upon exercise if faith in the atoning blood of Christ is cleansed in that moment from all inward sin and empowered for service.
 

The 1995 BD, while maintaining the same wording it is doctrinal statement explains,  
Christ has provided in the atonement for the believer to be entirely sanctified…Sanctification begins with regeneration and results in a deeper relationship when the believer is fully cleansed in heart….Cleansing makes one perfect, not in performance, but in love.

Now placed in a broader context of the Holy Spirit as the sanctifier, there seems to be a move from Entire Sanctification as a definite act and a softening of the claim of being ‘cleansed in that moment from all inward sin’.

On Hell, the 1969 BD says, ‘The wicked shall go away into everlasting punishment, where their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched.’
 The 1999 BD has reworded the clause to read, ‘But for the finally impenitent there is a hell of eternal suffering and of separation from God.’

On Divorce, the 1969 BD boldly stated ‘The church recognizes no other ground for divorce than that permitted by the word of God (Matt 5:32; Mark 10:11,12),’
 although the complexities of situations was recognized later.
 The 1999BD is much more pastoral in tone and approach and saying things like, ‘Divorce always produces trauma’ and emphasizes the ministry of helping someone to recover after divorce. Furthermore, the remaining strictures it advocates on remarriage are now accompanied by an ‘exception clause’.

Observance of the Sabbath  has been relaxed ‘keeping the Sabbath principle in a Lord’s day setting’.

A clause on ‘Discipline of the Body’ now precedes that on the Misuse of Drugs and puts the negative in a positive context. The Misuse of Drugs clause includes continuing opposition to alcohol and tobacco. Stewardship of possessions is strongly advocated and simplicity of life, but gambling is said to ‘contradict faith in God’ and modern entertainment is to be evaluated carefully. Modern forms of dance contribute to the life of the flesh and are designed to arouse sexual excitement and so are to be avoided. Whilst most clauses hold to earlier lines, they express them more gently or positively except that homosexual behaviour is described as a ‘deviation’ and ‘perversion of God’s created order’. The lates BD opposes legislation that legitimizes homosexual life-styles. But even here, the pastoral tone of inclusiveness, support and restoration is evident.

Conclusion
Free Methodism is an example of a group who, so far, have successfully renegotiated their core beliefs without betraying them. But, in spite of their commitment to evangelism, there was some evidence of a plateauing of membership and church development, especially once the Solihull Renewal Centre is taken out of the equation. The last few years, however, have seen a new commitment to church planting and significant growth. The Cornish situation is live and has grown from one to five churches in the last five years. Two new church plants have taken place in the North West, in South East Preston and Morecambe. Whether it continues to grow as it did in its early days or remains a small and numerically insignificant group in the religious landscape of the UK remains to be seen. Whatever its future it remains an interesting window onto the challenges faces by conservative evangelicals in the late 1960s and early 1970s. To categorize it as Fundamentalist would, I believe, be a mistake. Its irenic spirit, alone, rules such a categorization out. Its leaders genuinely believed that ‘secession is an ugly thing’, yet required by the circumstances. They were conservative evangelicals from a strongly independently-minded area of the UK, who were a few degrees more conservative than those who remained within mainstream Methodism. They remain conservative evangelicals, not fundamentalists, who are all to well aware of walking the tightrope of faith in a circus ring where many want them to fall off into naïve obscurantism or secular assimilation.
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