Final report: The socio-cultural role of the Fijian Methodist Church Fellowship in the UK

I have returned three weeks ago from annual leave and research in the UK on the socio-cultural role of the Fijian Methodist Fellowship in the UK. The research examined aspects of I Taukei migration and transnationalism. There are approximately 9000 I Taukei migrants in the UK of which 2200 are soldiers (with or without their immediate families) who serve in the British army. The others hold multiple jobs as nurses, midwives, professional rugby players etc. The research project followed on from my Postdoctoral research in 2010-2013, which discussed why I Taukei migrate and how, once in the UK, they manage, as they say they do, to live ‘in the Fijian way’ (vakaViti)? In Fiji this is ‘according to the land’ (vakavanua), ‘according to chiefs’ (vakaturaga), ‘according to kinship’ (vakaveiwekani) and ‘according to the church’ (vakalotu). I examined how and why these component processes are maintained overseas with a focus on kinship relations and associated kinship obligations. 
The research I have conducted in the UK (December 2016 – January 2017) had two main objectives: 
1. Examine the sustenance of a life ‘according to chiefs’ and ‘according to the church’ and thereby explain the important socio-cultural role of the Fijian Methodist Church Fellowship in the UK. As former head of The Methodist Church Rev, Ilitia Tuwere (2002:52) writes the idea of the vanua as understood and expressed today cannot be disentangled from the lotu (Methodist church).  
2. Examine how and why the Fijian Methodist Church Fellowship has such an important role in facilitating a life ‘the Fijian way’ in the UK. There are indications that, in the absence of chiefs, the church provides a community structure that is similar to the structure in I Taukei villages and that church ministers are considered the closest representative of I Taukei chiefs. As such, the events that the church organizes enable I Taukei migrants to create I Taukei spaces during which the vanua becomes visible and children are able to learn I Taukei ceremonial practices. 

To fulfil these objectives I have travelled to the South of England and North of England on several occasions for in depth interviews with I Taukei church ministers. I have not had time to describe all the interviews yet, except for one with Talatala Kaci, founder of the I Taukei Methodist Church Fellowship in the UK. These interviews have a lot of detailed information pertaining the socio-cultural role of the Fijian Methodist Church regarding:
1. The education of Fiji children in the UK in I Taukei cultural practices and understanding what it means to be I Taukei.  A pilot program has started in Stoke on Trent as part of their bible study. I have interviewed the Talatala in charge who is currently in the final stages of his training before he can be ordained in Fiji. 
2. The education of young I Taukei men and women in I Taukei cultural practices. This is very important because there are no elders around to teach them.
3. I Taukei practices in general and, in specific critical discussions in relation to the lowering of gifting and financial contributions. This is increasingly seen by the church ministers as a burden that is interfering with the practice of people’s religion. 
4. The relationship of the Fijian Methodist Church Fellowship to the vanua.
5. The presence and visibility of the vanua in church events. The vanua is visible when people sit down according to hierarchy, such as for a sevusevu and yaqona drinking.
6. The relationship of the Fijian Methodist Church Fellowship to the Methodist Church in Fiji. This is complex, but I have gathered some information about this.
7. The important socio-cultural role of the Fijian Methodist Church Fellowship for I Taukei living in army houses. In specific in relation to marriage counselling of young families. 
8. The army barracks in creating an environment where people live in close proximity to each other and therefore can organize church services and others events on a regular basis. Moreover, a type of village structure is re-created in these settings with a prominent role for the local Qase or Talatala of the Fijian Methodist Church Fellowship. He is accorded a similar role to a chief and I have discussed this in detail during two interviews. 
9. The importance of the British army facilitating any religious group to make use of army community halls and the chapels to have meetings and church services. The main reason for this is the acknowledgement of the important role churches have in providing pastoral care. 
10. While doing research I was informed of miscommunication between the British Methodist Church and the Fijian Methodist Church Fellowship which has resulted in some conflicts and confusion among members. Main cause of the conflict is that the Fijian Methodist Church Fellowship was initially supported to encourage integration in the British Methodist Church. Instead of facilitating integration in local Methodist churches, the Fijian fellowship is increasingly becoming an independent entity from both the British and Fijian Methodist Church. I have data discussing this and it indicates this has resulted in loyalty conflicts among members who want to join local churches but also want to stay loyal to the Fijian Methodist Fellowship and in specific its current head Talatala Kaci. 

In addition to the interviews I have attended a church meeting of the Northern Division of the Fijian Methodist Church Fellowship and a meeting in the South. During these meetings I learned about the concerns church members have regarding their children not understanding I Taukei church services, financial issues and internal conflicts. 

I have been to one bible study in Stoke on Trent in England and several church services with tea and yaqona afterwards. 

Compared to the situation in 2010-2013, there is only a small group of I Taukei in Edinburgh. The army has relocated many soldiers and their family to Northern Ireland and the South of England. As a result of the small number of I Taukei left in and around Edinburgh there were hardly any church events. In addition to numbers, remote location from Edinburgh and job obligations of former army families interfered with the organization of church services and communal events. There has been a wave of redundancies in the last 5 years. 

A group of twenty I Taukei families had just arrived on the army base in Leuchars (hour and a half from Edinburgh) after being relocated from Germany. However, by the time I was visiting they had not organized themselves yet as a community. They had already been visited by a Fijian Methodist Church Minister in training for a church service and bible study.

The last information I need to collect can be found in the archives of the Methodist Church in Fiji. Of specific interest is a letter from the I Taukei community in Stoke on Trent requesting a full time Talatala who can serve the I Taukei community in the UK. I am interested in reading the argumentation for this post, which is currently part time and in partnership with the British Methodist Church. 

In Conclusion, this report indicates there is a lot of transcribing and analyzing to do. However, I am confident that the rich material I have gathered will lead to publications in high ranking journals. 
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