Case Study: from awareness to action in the Free Methodist Church 

By Kevin Austin 

Staff Pastor Lakeside Community Fellowship (FMC)

Co-Director Underground Church Network, Not for Sale 

The following shows how one person can enact change, moving from awareness to action. 

From 2001 until 2008 my family and I served as Free Methodist missionaries in Thailand.  Originally stationed in Rayong we were exposed to the sex tourism in Pattaya on a regular basis.  We struggled with this grim reality and searched for appropriate action.  I began to research and read.  This led me to the realization that what we were experiencing was not just the evil of prostitution, but, in fact, was part of something much larger: modern slavery. 

As a Free Methodist, a denomination with roots in the abolitionist movement of 1800s I was compelled to find a way to engage in the issue.  I first wrote to my Superintendant who then encouraged me to submit a statement to our General Conference which meets every 4 years in the hopes that a statement would be adopted by the church at large.  The statement I submitted read: 

Resolution on slavery…
In agreement with scripture and in harmony with our Free Methodist heritage, we resolve as Free Methodists to take a stand against modern forms of slavery, whatever venue it may take and wherever it may be found. We resolve to consider our historical heritage of social holiness as it pertains to the equality and freedom of all people and the strong conviction of caring for the oppressed and poor.
In each of our conferences and nations we will:
1. Educate our people regarding modern forms of slavery and inequality. 
2. Pray as congregations and conferences for persons caught in all forms of modern day slavery. 
3. Incorporate our prayers into action on personal and corporate levels encouraging      Free Methodists to consider these issues as they may relate to our lifestyles or businesses.
4. We will encourage each conference to create a task force to assist and ensure that these historical stands are seen as priority. 
This then went into committee where it was reworded and passed onto the General Conference.  I wrote the following letter to the subcommittee at General Conference: 

To: 
Sub Committee at General Conference 

From:
Kevin Austin, Missionary to Thailand 

Date: 
July 9, 2007

Re: 
Resolution on Modern Slavery number 711

There is no question that we all want to do something about modern slavery.  As Mark Van Valin said Monday morning, “We’re against it.”  The question is not should we do something, but what can we do? 

There are three components to this answer: 

1. Education

What is slavery? 

How does it intersect with our lives, our faith and our communities?

How do we raise awareness and act out of knowledge?  

I would suggest five things we can do to raise awareness and begin the education process:

· Partner with the organization, Free The Slaves (FTS), www.freetheslaves.net.  A Quaker, Kevin Bales, founded FTS, which is the leading organization tackling this problem.  They have tremendous resources.  I have already been in contact with them and they are open to a partnership with us.  I sent them a copy of the resolution, which they thought was wonderful.  They have invited me to do some research for them in Chiangmai, Thailand next year.   

· The SKUD committee should take this issue on as one for study out of which should come recommendations including, but not limited to, a statement in our Book of Discipline. 

· We, as leaders, need to personally study the issue and present teaching and preaching about it. 

· Light and Life magazine, People World Missions magazine, and statements from our Bishops should be encouraged. 

· The Department of World Missions should be encouraged to shine the light on this issue.  Each year DWM produces Sunday school curriculum, DVDs, etc to help the church engage.  This issue could be addressed in that material. 

Note: This issue will require us to take on more the role of the “prophet” than the “pastor”.  The pastor wants to build up, help, use nice stories and nice words, gently leading and encouraging . . . The prophet wants to shake things up and make people see in a new way.  Trafficking of women and children is not nice.  Prostitution, child soldiers, and children kidnapped to make bricks 16 hours a day is not something anyone wants to see. Do we have the courage to boldly shake things up?  Does our church have the maturity to tackle the difficult issues and do something? 

2. Structures supporting both the education and the action. 

Some of the comments that could be made here are stated above, but I would suggest four ways our structures may help us become modern day abolitionists: 

· The BOA of the Free Methodist church, and MELT (Missions Executive Leadership Team) should agree that this is an important issue and should be included among our other points of action.  Out of these ecclesiastical groups should come points for action. 

· Additionally, we need to enlist the support and help of our conference Superintendents.  They in turn would encourage our churches to engage in education and take action. 

· At some point we may need to fund a position and team to educate and help the church carry out it’s mission.  I could see this position coming under the Department of World Missions. 

· Again, the SKUD committee could help us clarify issues and recommend a statement for the Book of Discipline. 

3. Action

The sky is the limit on this issue.  

Each conference has a unique culture.  What works in the PNW may not work in Wabash.  We need to be careful to make suggestions and present enough options so all can be involved.  

Here are a few suggestions: 

a. We could draft a statement to be read in all the churches and then signed by all members.  This statement would pledge the Free Methodist Church to follow in the steps of Jesus, Wesley and our FM forebears in learning, praying and acting to the effect that modern slavery and the systems supporting and supported by slavery would be abolished. 

b. Again, FTS, has tremendous resources – DVDs, books, pamphlets, etc. which could be used in our churches. 

c. There are many ways to work against slavery. Poverty and illiteracy contribute greatly to this problem.  International Child Care Ministries fights both of these issues, as well as bringing real hope and the real solution to all of our problems. 

d. Look for ways to partner with others.  For example, Free Burma Rangers, International Justice Mission, Free The Slaves, are all great, Godly organizations working directly and indirectly to battle this issue.  We already have Free Methodist involved with Free Burma Rangers. 

e. We could purchase several copies of some key books to be distributed to key leaders.  I would highly recommend two books:  Not for Sale, by David Batstone and Ending Slavery, how we free today’s slaves by Kevin Bales.  This last book is his third and will be published the end of September. 

f. Mobilize prayer. 

g. Radical action:  I’m not sure what could be included in this category.  Again, some churches would advocate hands on rescuing; other groups would want to stay within more conservative boundaries. 

The subcommittee then assigned (Bishop) Matt Thomas to reword the document, which then became the following: 

SUBJECT:  

MODERN SLAVERY


PAPER NO. 711.B

BY:  

General Conference Committee #7


WHEREAS, Free Methodist heritage, from its origins, is clearly anti-slavery, and

WHEREAS, no current position paper, article of religion, or statement of the Christian Journey exists to reflect our heritage regarding slavery, and

WHEREAS, according to the United States Department of State approximately 27 million people, particularly women and children, are victims of various forms of human trafficking globally and at least 50,000 such victims are in the United States, and

WHEREAS, even though most nations have eliminated servitude as a state-sanctioned practice, a modern form of human slavery has emerged. It is a growing global threat to the lives and freedom of millions of men, women, and children. Today, only in the most brutal and repressive regimes, such as Burma and North Korea, is slavery still state sponsored. Instead, human trafficking often involves organized crime groups who make huge sums of money at the expense of trafficking victims and our societies (U.S. State Department Trafficking in Persons Report, 2006), and

WHEREAS, according to the FBI, revenues from the labors and sale of humans is greater than revenues from the sale of illegal drugs and illegal arms, and 

WHEREAS, our membership statement includes the words, “We commit ourselves to respect the worth of all persons as created in the image of God”, and 

WHERAS, our discipline addresses the “worth of persons”, “sanctity of human life”, “abortion” and “euthanasia”, but is presently silent on the historic and pressing issue of slavery, 

THEREFORE BE IT RESOLVED: 

to change ¶3340 to read, 

. . . demeaned, abused, depersonalized, enslaved or subjected to demonic forces . . . 

AND FURTHER BE IT RESOLVED:  
That we adopt the position statement as follows for distribution to conferences and churches:  

Slavery and human trafficking in all their forms are unjust, destroy human dignity and devalue human life.  We denounce and resist all forms of slavery and human trafficking:  indentured servitude, trade slavery, sex-slave trade, and the forced sale and/or transport of people (forced adoption for profit and mail order bride for profit) in all its forms. We actively oppose slavery through establishing local and global networks in conjunction with existing Free Methodist ministries to combat slavery through prayer, education, advocacy, rescue, protection, rehabilitation and reintegration of victims, and the call for application of justice and opposition to the people and organizations responsible for human trafficking. 

AND FURTHER BE IT RESOLVED: 

That the Study Commission on Doctrine (SCOD) develop a teaching document to be used as a resource for conferences and churches. 

The Free Methodist Church is diligently pursuing how to make the words of this resolution the work of our hands.  The Free Methodist Church is partnering with Freedom Sunday. 

