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METHODISM IN BRAZIL


Brazil has a Methodist Church of around 300,000 members – 50,000 fewer than we have in Britain.  But its life and ministries show how much a church of our size can do.  It has 1,700 congregations, 1,600 mission projects and congregations, 53 schools, colleges and institutions, and 2 universities.


A Congress on “The Churches’ Public Face in the Cities” brought 200 participants to Sao Paulo, based in the Methodist University of Sao Paulo.  The University has around 17,000 students.  Its campus has been built in the last 30 years around the basic building of the Methodist Ministerial Training Seminary, which still continues as a lively community with 10 professors / tutors.  Morning lectures from 8.00 a.m. to 1.00 p.m. are for the 300 ministerial students, paid for by the church for 4 years of study.  Evening lectures are for 100 city lay people.


Sao Paulo is the fourth largest city in the world, with 18 million inhabitants.  Its sprawling area includes numerous sub-centres, and shanty-town favellas in between them or on great hillsides beyond the many motorways.  85% of Brazilians now live in the cities.


Brazil still is 90% Roman Catholic, though there is growing secularisation, and a rapidly expanding Pentecostalism.


Methodism has five types of church.  Firstly, there is the Methodist Cathedral in the city centre, not far from the Catholic one, and outwardly like it, a status symbol of the 19th century.  Secondly, there are suburban churches in the ex-urban prosperous areas,  Thirdly, there are also lively working class churches – I attended a community evening service in Jardim Colorado. Fourthly, there are congregations and projects in the favellas - one of which I visited at Vila Campestre.  Claudio Ribeiro, its minister, also teaches Systematic Theology at the Seminary, where his wife Magali de Cunha is a Professor.


Finally, there are project congregations like the Methodist Community of People of the Streets, its premises under a viaduct, led by three ministers and a community of volunteers, with 260 nightly and 100 daily street people.  There are also project congregations and missions among street children, and other specific needy groups.  These attract government funding – though have to end when the funding is withdrawn, as it was from one project recently.

URBAN ISSUES

I spoke to the Theological Faculty on “Radical Methodism and its Challenges Today”, and gave the closing address at the Congress.


In a well-arranged programme, contemporary urban issues were discussed in their social, cultural and political aspects, from the point of view of Christian theology, orchestrated by University Dean Clovis de Pinto Castro and Seminary Professor Magali de Cunha.  The Congress papers and findings are to be published in Portuguese and English volumes.

A crucial question raised by Dr. David Frenchak of Chicago and Dr. Andrew Davey of London was how the churches were going to respond to the all-pervading control of neo-liberalism represented by multinationals, world banks, and the new “Empire” of the USA.  Lisbon Sociologist Professor Jose Machado Pais and Sao Paulo History of Religions professor Luiz Roberto Alves spoke of the importance of “micro” happenings and counter-cultural groupings in which participants create solidarity, mutuality and common purpose.  Increasingly, such communities are perceived within secular analyses as significant contributors to public life, and ways of influencing even the most dominant forces.


The Methodists eschew the success-orientated large congregations of the Pentecostals, but remain jealous of their numbers and commitment – and of their success among working class and unemployed groups.  Yet Methodism as a whole is a lively, attractive and growing church in many areas.  And Methodist presence on the streets is a real contribution to the wholeness of some really needy city areas – a contribution that reminds one of the days of our “Mission Alongside the Poor” projects of 10 – 20 years ago.

METHODIST ISSUES

Brazilian Methodism has been independent for 75 years, but its strengths and weaknesses mirror some of those of its founding body, the US United Methodist Church.


On the one hand, Methodism’s Higher Education commitment at 4 colleges and 2 universities makes a significant contribution to the state financed provisions, of which they are a part.  50% of the students are from Methodist churches.  Yet at least some Methodists feel that the university is bad for the church, as it has too much power and money.  Only 4% of the university budget is with the Seminary, which is run by the church.


Another problem is that favella or working class churches, and especially their ministers – often part time – are not supported adequately by the whole church.  Unpaid seminary students serve the poor churches as well, but few can continue there in a system where a living ministerial family wage is only paid by the wealthier churches.

MISSION FORMATION

Two very positive lessons remain with me regarding practice in Britain.  We could use a similar occasion here to review British Methodism’s urban mission, and the way that projects and new forms of mission are or are not taking place – and who or what sponsors them.


Also, the bringing together of institutions committed long-term to urban mission is something which is needed in Britain today.  Urban ministry training is an increasingly priority need in Britain, if we are to meet the new challenges of the future, let alone those of our multi-cultural present.


The Congress concluded with a meeting of around 20 people from 10 different countries involved in urban mission and urban training who set up an organisation called Urbe et Orbis.  The initial aims and objectives are :
URBE ET ORBIS

A Network of People and Institutions

involved  in Urban Theological Education

1.
Exchange of Journals & Publications. (4 new exchange journals for UTU Periodicals Room.)
2.
A Website which will be serviced in Sao Paulo, based on all the member units’ Webpages.

3.
Sharing experience and maintaining relationships.

4.
Exchanges of lecturers and students.

5.
A further meeting in 3 years’ time at a different location, possibly the Theological Faculty


of South America.

6.
Communication between us regarding our processes of experiential and transformative teaching practice.

