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23rd February 2016  

 
Alister McClure,  
Methodist Church House,  
25 Marylebone Road,  
LONDON NW1 5JR 

 
 

Dear Alister  

 

Talking of Marriage and Relationships: Feedback from Scotland District  

 

Please see attached our feedback with covering letter from Rev Andrew Letby and Deacon Belinda  
Letby - the two people I nominated from Scotland to lead this conversation.  

 

 

With all good wishes  

 

 

 

The Revd Dr  David Easton  

Chair, Methodist Church in Scotland 
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23rd  February 2016  

 
Alister McClure,  
Methodist Church House,  
25 Marylebone Road,  
LONDON NW1 5JR 

 
 

Dear Alister  

Talking of Marriage and Relationships: Feedback from Scotland District  

Please see attached the feedback from the Scotland District.   We have facilitated the conversation in 
Scotland.   The engagement has been for the most part  ‘honest, prayerful and gracious’ and has 
resulted in the deep reflection and discernment the task group was encouraging us to seek.   We also 
encouraged people to make individual submissions if they felt they had additional comments to add 
that hadn’t be adequately captured in the group discussion they participated in.  

The range of views on whether the Methodist understanding of Christian marriage should be revisited 
could perhaps be summarised in the following three comments from different groups involved in the 
discussion:  

Given that the legal definition of marriage has fundamentally changed, the church surely has 
to revisit its own definition of marriage in the light of this, even if the conclusion it comes to is 
that it is right to retain the definition it currently has which would stand against the legal 
definition.  To just ignore the legal change and not discuss how it impacts on the church is just 
storing up issues for the future as we won’t know how to tackle the practical questions which 
arise from the changes in legislation, and we can’t ignore them forever.  

Be aware of the dangers and long term implications of opening up the question of the 
definition of marriage : the flood gates will be opened.  We have to follow God’s word and the 
Christian life in preference to following today’s society.  The issue of the definition of marriage 
will probably lead to a split in the church and people leaving the Methodist Church.  

(We) ...would want to approve the Methodist definition of marriage as it stands at present. 

As we were advised by the Task Group, we did not encourage voting.   However some groups did vote 
on whether the church should re-visit its definition of marriage.   Perhaps it is worth noting that once 
again opinion was divided – sometimes equally, sometimes not equally both one way and the other.  

All the comments made by groups as well as submissions by individuals have been anonymised and 
categorised into four sections  

 Over-arching comments  

 Cohabitation  

 Divorce  



This document is a record of conversations held and not of decisions made. It 
in no way reflects the official position of the Methodist Church in Scotland 
and must not be taken or reported as such.  The position of the church will be 
guided by decisions which the Conference of the Methodist Church in Great 
Britain will make in due course. 

 

 

 Same-Sex marriage  

These have all been made publically available on our district website 
www.methodistchurchinscotland.org.uk.    

We are indebted to Sally Robertson Regional Learning and Development Officer for her practical and 
pastoral support in this process. 

On the website you can also see  the feedback form we used for group discussion which encouraged 
groups to consider the conversation using the Methodist quadrilateral of Scripture; Reason;  Tradition,  
Own Experience.  We found this worked well as an approach – although it didn’t perhaps give us as 
much feedback as we would have wanted on the pastoral and missional  challenges and opportunities.   
We have done our best to fairly extrapolate this but aware of the potential weakness of this in terms 
of providing you with the fullest range of views.  

Thank you for all the work the Task Group has done to support conversations in the District – including 
the briefing at Cliff College which we both attended.  Also thanks for the provision of all the materials.  
The only additional materials we decided to prepare were on the background and history of marriage 
in Scotland which, as I’m sure you are aware,  is different legally, ecclesiastically and socially from the 
history in England.    

We wish you well as you seek to inform Conference on the way forward on this subject.  

With best wishes  

 

 

Rev Andrew Letby & Deacon Belinda Letby  

 

 

  

http://www.methodistchurchinscotland.org.uk/
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District: Scotland   

Please describe how the 
discussions have been 
organised in the District 

 Resources for facilitating conversation offered to all circuits and 

put on the District website  

 Synod Conversation  

 District road show offered to every circuit. (50% take –up) 

 Circuit discussions in most other circuits facilitated using the 

materials provided.  

 Two circuits have had discussions outside the suggested process 

on same sex marriage only – we have listened to these 

contributions on this specific area as well.  

 

 In particular, consider how people who are less vocal, or less well 
involved in traditional meetings, have been encouraged to participate? 
Meetings have started with a short briefing and then the meeting was 
placed in small groups for the conversation.  Key points were captured on 
feedback forms.  
 
How did you encourage people from different perspectives of Scriptural 
Interpretation to participate? 
We encouraged conversation using the Methodist Quadrilateral to 
encourage people to reflect on their own experience, reason  and 
tradition in order to reflect on scripture.  
We gave a short presentation on the history of marriage and the church – 
specifically marriage and the church in Scotland which offers  a traditional 
approach quite different to the current situation.  
 
How did you encourage a mixture of age groups to participate? 
Meetings were held at times to enable maximum participation (eg 
Saturday 10.30-12.30) . 
All materials were available on the website so groups could facilitate their 
own conversations.  
 
How were any other relevant aspects of diversity encouraged? (e.g. 
ethnicity, rural/urban)  
In Aberdeen the Ghanaian congregation held its own conversation and 
offered feedback. 
Meeting were held across Scotland at time to allow for travel to and from 
the meeting.   Meetings were publicised well in advance.   
At meetings people were encouraged to carry on their conversations and 
provide additional feedback on the forms provided.  
 

What was the range of 
emotions and feelings in 
the discussions? 
 

e.g. How well did people listen to views other than their own?  How did 
facilitators feel after facilitating sessions? 
Group conversations were respectful and engaged.  
 The facilitators felt the conversations were positive and that it was good 
to encourage people to share their views.   

What were the main 
points of people’s 

You may find it helpful to use the attached template (Appx 1) 
We focused discussions conversations  onto  three areas: 
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discussions Co-habitation  
Divorce  
Same Sex Marriage  
 
On each area the group was offered a feedback form encouraging them 
to consider each of these three areas  from the perspective of : Scripture; 
Reason;  Tradition and Experience with space for overall comments.  
 
We also offered them examples based on real pastoral situations from 
around the District that present challenges to the Churches current 
definition of marriage. These were changed slightly over the period of the 
conversations as we tried to make the examples stimulating but not 
distracting. The final versions are shown below. The aim of this was to 
help focus and  stimulate their discussions.  Sometimes the comments 
refer directly to these examples rather than making more general points.   
Because of this we changed our approach during the consultation to 
reduce the emphasis on the examples and encourage people to have as 
wide-ranging a conversation as possible.  
 
Co-habitation :  in the course of wedding preparation a minister learns 
the bride’s grandmother is a member of another of her churches. Next 
time she saw the grandmother she comments on how lovely this is only to 
receive the reply: ‘I’m having nothing to do with it, they have been living 
together for years, I think it’s disgusting.’ How should the minister deal 
with this pastoral situation? 
 
Divorce :  A church steward has left her husband.  She has met someone 
else and hopes to marry them.  What is your view on this?  
 
Same-Sex Marriage .  A same sex couple in a stable and long standing 
partnership are active members of their local church. One Sunday they 
announce that they were to be married the following week and invite the 
whole church to be there. What range of responses would you expect 
from the congregation? 
 
 
 

If possible, could you provide some quotes that demonstrate the range of the discussions 
(You might want to consider asking discussion groups to agree some quotes as part of their feedback) 
A full list of comments made by groups are available on the District Website 
www.methodistchurchinscotland.org.uk .    We have selected a few from these that we think illustrate 
the range of views.  
 
Overall Comments: 
 
‘Given that the legal definition of marriage has fundamentally changed, the church surely has to 
revisit its own definition of marriage in the light of this, even if the conclusion it comes to is that it is 
right to retain the definition it currently has which would stand against the legal definition.  To just 
ignore the legal change and not discuss how it impacts on the church is just storing up issues for the 

http://www.methodistchurchinscotland.org.uk/
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future as we won’t know how to tackle the practical questions which arise from the changes in 
legislation, and we can’t ignore them forever.’ 
 
‘Be aware of the dangers and long term implications of opening up the question of the definition of 
marriage : the flood gates will be opened.  We have to follow God’s word and the Christian life in 
preference to following today’s society.  The issue of the definition of marriage will probably lead to a 
split in the church and people leaving the Methodist Church.’ 
 
‘(We) ...would want to approve the Methodist definition of marriage as it stands at present.’ 
 
 
Specific to Co-habitation :  
 (Ed: Most people accepted co-habitation is now part of our society - some readily and some with 
reluctance.  No-one suggested that the Church shouldn’t welcome or baptise a child brought to church 
by unmarried parents.)  
 
We should not have a legalistic view of marriage – should have an emotional context.  “Commitment” 
is the main thing.  It is unfortunate that “marriage” is used both for Christian and civil marriages.  
(Scripture is contradictory on this.  Our reason says that getting married is no guarantee of a life-long 
union in body, mind and spirit – it is an ideal to strive for.  Tradition – Equally contradictory. Our 
Experience:  is that all you can hope for is that you do your bests.  Things can go wrong.  People 
without that commitment in front of God may do better than those who do (ed:  don’t?). )      
 
No problem with it.  Marriage is a choice to make a self-conscious, committed, public declaration.  A 
positive statement from the MC on the value of co-habitation would be helpful.  ( SCRIPTURE Love of 
God for all.  Jesus was born out of wedlock.  Marriage equated to having sexual relations.  Jesus had 
no hang ups about sexuality. (Eg woman at well, prostitutes etc)   REASON  why judge or condemn a 
loving relationship.   TRADITION:   radically evolving and it needs to continue.  Marriage as we know it 
(for love) is recent addn.   OUR EXPERIENCE: :   Why don’t we have young people in our churches.  
They are well put off by such attitudes. )   
 
Preferred action is marriage but we wouldn’t ban cohabitees from church.   SCRIPTURE Co-habiting is 
in the OT;  REASON Having a wedding is so expensive.  Easier to walk away.  TRADITION:   Looking at 
people who co-habit askance as if a result of our Christian and world view.  OUR EXPERIENCE: :   It can 
eventually lead to a public commitment in many cases. 
 
SCRIPTURE There could be a precedent in biblical betrothal.  REASON Contraception has 
fundamentally changed the issue for men and women.  TRADITION:   Cohabitation shouldn’t be 
confused with promiscuity.  Turning a blind eye has been a poor way to deal with the issues – possibly  
even damaging.  OUR EXPERIENCE: :   Can be a trial period which takes marriage very seriously.   
 
Specific to Divorce :  
 (Ed: Generally there was an acceptance that marriages can fall apart.  However there was a widely 
held view that couples should still marry with the intention  of their  marriage being life-long even if 
the reality worked otherwise.)  
 
Life-long union is a goal but in practice it fails in some cases, for very good reasons.  We already 
accept divorced people so although we encourage the goal, accept that we may sometimes fail and 
let us accept the people thereafter.   
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Judge not so you be not judged.  Ideally marriage would be lifelong but this is not always 
possible.  Support should be given to people with relationship difficulties.  ( SCRIPTURE John 
chapter 4 – Jesus and the woman at the well.) (Stirling Methodist Church group discussion) 
Revisit the vows so that they are consistent with the reality of divorce/separation in some 
circumstances.  ( SCRIPTURE  The scriptural prerogative is love and justice r.t. holding people to the 
promise/vow made.  REASON:  Intent of marriage is life-long but reality dictates it won’t always work.  
A solemn declaration of intent would be much better than and binding commitment.   TRADITION:   
Following past (ed?) the church has found that divorce is actually the loving and best thing in some 
circumstances.  Church as effectively done it’s homework on this and (?) to scriptural teaching.  OUR 
EXPERIENCE Abusive unfulfilling relationships should be terminable.) 
 
Depends on circumstances.  Pastoral support offered.  Concern for any children 
 
Explore breakdown of relationship – who’s been hurt?  Should we try and encourage the couple to 
make their relationship work (in view of the covenantal promises they have made/)  Always two sides 
of a story – what about the husband’s story? 
 
SCRIPTURE Is essential.  Recognising there can be irrevocable breakdowns.  Jesus demonstrated 
compassion.  Remarriage is a separate issue from divorce – no time to discuss.  REASON:  Abusive 
relationships must be enabled to be ended.  Other relationships break down for other reasons.  
TRADITION:   We disagreed about whether to visit the ‘lifelong’ definition.  OUR EXPERIENCE A great 
aspiration but experience shows it can’t go on forever for everyone.  Can make divorcees feel 
rejected/2nd class Christians. 
 
 
Specific to Same Sex Marriage :   
 (Ed: There was a marked division of views on this area with firm views expressed on both ends of the 
spectrum from the wish to revisit the definition of marriage in order to  embrace and include same sex 
marriage and those who felt strongly that there is no need for the church to re-visit its definition of 
marriage as they believe same sex marriage to be against the will of God.    The extremes of views on 
whether the church should re-visit it definition of marriage was far more marked on this area than on 
the area of co-habitation  and divorce. ) 
 
Starting point is “One man and One Woman” and this causes reluctance to change.  However society 
has changed and “the Church” needs to look at what marriage means now.  We expect Conference to 
do this, promptly.   Perhaps we should start with tour attitude to people whether gay or straight or 
confused and how we can integrate all into the church.  The general feeling of this group was 
acceptance of the reality of same-sex marriage and that the church should catch up quickly.   The 
word “marriage” in same-sex relationships is a slight discomfort but not a sticking point 
 
Varied!  Some not sure, Some in favour. Some against.   Could cause division in the church.  Members 
of this group would want to support the couple.   
 
This signals the erosion of God’s plan for society.  The other two scenarios (ed: co-habitation and 
divorce)  are the management of valid biblical relationships whereas this one is outside of the 
discussion altogether.  God said let us make a man in our own image male, and female created them 
to change this changes the whole character of God.  
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Everyone has free will and they have the right to do what they want but they won’t inherit eternal 
life.  Scripture, scripture, scripture.  We walk by grace and it’s by grace we stand on the word of God.  
S: Gen 2:24  1 Cor 6v 8-11.  R:  God made Eve – he did not make another helper (man). He made Eve 
to join with Adam the two became one.   Tradition:  This issue has been around since sin entered the 
world.  We must love all people but not their sin including our own.   Experience:  People are 
following their flesh’s desire and not the word of God. 
 
We had a difference of opinion about this – withdrawal of church marriage might solve the problem 
but might just duck the issue.   We endorse civil partnerships.  Some of us support same sex marriage 
in church.  Scripture: scriptural evidence for same sex relationships being sinful is more toward 
compassion than judgement.  Reason:  I would love it if my child wanted to make a commitment to a 
partner in church -  a marriage irrespective of the sex of their partner.   Tradition:  Old ‘taboos’ 
influence our emotive reaction  to our definition of marriage.  Experience:  Our experience of this 
issue moves on as we get to know those in same sex relationships.    
 
Church should offer no discrimination to those who want to get married.  Question of children : all 
possibilities available – adoption, donation, IVF etc.  Suggestion : Church not part of marriage 
contract at all.  Church can bless.   Church needs to recognise ‘gay’ relationships as possible and 
normal, not avoided.  SCRIPTURE Overtaken by reason.  REASON Church changes its position or order 
to survive.  E: OUR EXPERIENCE Church accepted.  Evolutionary views and scientists but not gays – 40 
years ago 
 
We need to get beyond labels – we need to think things through.  “The Bible says” is always difficult.  
Universal truths are what are important – NS – it was written at a time when traditions were different 
and this needs to be born in mind.    REASON Genetically a gay person will fall for someone of the 
same sex as a straight person will fall for someone of the opposite sex.  If we are all made in the 
image of God then whether straight or gay we are all made in the image of Christ.   TRADITION God 
fearing people used to own slaves – blacks were only classed as 3/5 of white person.  Now we would 
accept neither.  By the same token attitudes to homosexually have changed  n3  David Stacey (?) 
1970’s.  E: OUR EXPERIENCE We are always  on  a journey and its right to be challenged to think 
things through.  NB we have a gay minister in this circuit.  
 
 Uncomfortable with the situation.  Church should re-address but would feel happier with status quo.   
 
   
 
 
 

  



This document is a record of conversations held and not of decisions made. It 
in no way reflects the official position of the Methodist Church in Scotland 
and must not be taken or reported as such.  The position of the church will be 
guided by decisions which the Conference of the Methodist Church in Great 
Britain will make in due course. 

 

 

What challenges and opportunities did people identify when considering whether or not the 
Methodist Church should revisit its definition of marriage and/or its understanding of Family Life, the 
Single Person and Marriage? 

 Challenges Opportunities 

Pastoral 
 
 
 

Overarching Comments  
Irrespective of what Conference says 
some people, and societies, will 
refuse to agree and possibly break 
with the church.  
 
Possible increased tensions with 
other denominations and faiths 
which hold different perspectives.  
 
Cohabitation  
If co-habitation ‘ accepted’ it would 
affect how to support people as they 
prepare for marriage – this also an 
opportunity.   
 
 
Divorce  
It would affect the guidance on 
whether divorced couples could re-
marry.  
 
 
 
Same sex marriage  
 

Overarching Comments :  
Would make the church appear more and be 
more inclusive.  
 
Greater diverse could make the church more 
reflective of the communities they are in.  
 
Conversations give permission for people to 
express their diversity of views without fear 
of being criticised/ostracized.  
 
Cohabitation :  reduce duplicity – eg where 
students who co-habit aren’t offered shared 
accommodation 
 
Baptising a baby of co-habiting parents offers 
an opportunity to affirm the parent’s 
relationship.  
 
 
Divorce  : increased inclusion 
Offers an opportunity to affirm ‘new life’ 
after difficulty. 
 
If people knew church understood and 
accepted some marriage end in divorce it 
might mean people seek counselling and 
support from their society during their time 
of struggle.  
 
Same sex marriage : increased inclusion 
Opportunities to celebrate same-sex couples 
adopting children.  
 

Missional 
 
 
 

Overarching Comments  
Some people would be think that the 
church was going against biblical 
teaching.  
 
Some areas of discussion could 
complicate ecumenical and inter 
faith dialogue.  
 
Challenge to desire of some to 
‘protect’  family life in its traditional 

Overarching Comments  
Would make the message of Christ's love for 
all and the churches welcome to all  easier to 
communicate.  
 
Opportunities for ecumenical and inter faith 
dialogue could give opportunity for those 
who feel constrained within their own 
tradition to gain a voice. 
 
 



This document is a record of conversations held and not of decisions made. It 
in no way reflects the official position of the Methodist Church in Scotland 
and must not be taken or reported as such.  The position of the church will be 
guided by decisions which the Conference of the Methodist Church in Great 
Britain will make in due course. 

 

 

format ie  male father and female 
mother 
 
 
 

Organisational
/practical 
 
 
 

Overarching Comments  
 
Living with a partner in a manse.  
Raises questions over when and 
when this would and wouldn't be 
accepted.   (eg how would you work 
out if a relationship was intentionally 
long term etc)  
 
Would ministers be able to sign a 
conscience clause  re marrying 
divorced or same-sex couples – if so 
would Local preachers be authorised 
to marry people or would we need 
to have  ‘flying bishops’  
 
 
 

Overarching Comments  
 
Allows for possibility of openness and 
honesty in public portrayal of relationships. 
This cross both same sex and heterosexual 
relationships. 
 
 
 
Possibility of clarity and consistency in 
dealing with changes in legal definition of 
marriage. 
 
 
 

Other 
 
 
 

Overarching Comments  
 
 
 

Overarching Comments  
 
 
 

 

 

 


