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Churches are like shoes 
They come in different shapes and sizes 
With different purposes, different journeys to tread 
Some are designed for function 
Some to impress  
Some to be comfy 
Some expensive, some cheap  
 
Churches are like shoes 
We change our shoes  
When they get old and start to break 
Or when our feet grew too big to fit 
Sometimes we’re just bored with what we already have 
Sometimes we’re trying something new like rock climbing  
and we need the right equipment 
 
Churches are like shoes 
We pick and choose 
The ones that will protect us  
We know what shoes work best for what 
We make judgements on other peoples  
What messages are they sending out? 
  
We get used to our shoes, 
They fit and mould around our feet 
If for some reason you have to borrow someone else’s,  
They never feel quite right. 
 
When I hear stories of missionary tales 
Of men and women travelling to distant places to tell of their God 
They often mention those who stood out,  
Those who wore the local dress, the local shoes 
It seems such an obvious thing to do 
But outward appearances often cover heart attitudes 
We will give up our identity and meet with you  
With our shoes off 
 
When I think about what I think about church 
My head automatically jumps to what I already know 
What I have already experienced 
What church has meant for me 
With all its practises and churchologies 
I am not a missionary heading off into the unknowable 
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I have baggage, church baggage, church shoes 
A legacy of Christendom 
The good and the bad 
The fit and don’t fit all mixed in, mixed together with the shoes I love, 
The shoes I have loved and the shoes I’m looking for. 
 
Hello I’m Beth Keith and I work at The Sheffield Centre, Church Army’s 
research unit and I’m a member of the national Fresh Expressions team. Over 
the last three years I’ve had the privilege to travel round the country hearing 
the stories of pioneers. And it has been a privilege but it has also been a bit 
depressing, because the development of fresh expressions of church, and the 
introduction of ordained pioneers and the development BMO’s, has been, well 
a bit clunky. But it’s not as simple as pointing the finger and saying here this 
is where the problem is.  It’s complex because it involves clashes between 
institutional systems and innovative models of practice and theology, but also 
because it involves individuals who bring their own load of experiences and 
misunderstandings to the pot. Yes sadly there are some strikingly negative 
stories. Sometimes there are communication difficulties and the strain of the 
new developing alongside the old ways of doing things. But often it’s well 
meaning people – both pioneers and churches or clergy trying but struggling 
to make it work well. 
 
Over the next 20 minutes I want to briefly share with you some of the things 
I’ve found as I’ve listened and collated the stories of current pioneers 
 

Between March 2008 and June 2010 focus groups of pioneers met to discuss 
the challenges and opportunities in pioneering fresh expressions of church. 
This work was initially set up by Bishop Steven in his previous post with the 
Fresh Expressions team, which I then carried on. Focus groups were carried 
out across England with practitioners working in a variety of contexts. These 
included pioneers working in cities, towns and rural areas, developing fresh 
expressions of church with a diverse range of people, from a variety of social 
and economic backgrounds.  
 
The criteria for practitioners chosen for this included their proven ability to 
start a fresh expression of church. Participants could be lay or ordained, paid 
or voluntary and were from a range of denominations however the majority of 
participants were Anglican and in paid ministry. Pioneers were simply asked to 
briefly explain what it was they were doing, and what challenges and 
opportunities they were finding in their ministry. 
 
The initial stage of research, which we won’t be looking at today, but is worth 
a read, is summarised, in the Experiences of Pioneers report. This outlines 
lessons learnt, highlights good practice and areas for future development. The 
report can be downloaded at www.freshexpressions.org.uk/pioneerministry.  
 
The next stage of the research, which I do want to focus on today, involved a 
deeper analysis of the pioneers’ responses. This involved 26 pioneers in three 
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focus groups. I have since tested these findings against a further focus group 
of 11 pioneers. 
 
This analysis revealed a common journey that pioneers travel as they develop 
new forms of church. Whilst pioneering is often referred to as starting 
something new, what emerged from the research was a process of 
discontinuity as route towards the possibilities of planting something new.  
What do I mean by that? 
 
As pioneers engaged with the mission context, new experiences conflicted 
with existing ideas and beliefs. The context challenged what they previously 
thought about god, faith, the church, the gospel etc.  Pioneers began to ask 
awkward questions as they tried to balance what they were now encountering 
with their previously held beliefs about mission and church. I’ve depicted that 
here as a downward journey of questioning and dismantling, towards a 
breaking down of practices, beliefs and structures. 
 
During this time of questioning and dismantling pioneers sought out new 
structures, new practices and new beliefs which were appropriate to their 
journey. When I say new, I mean new to them and not necessarily novel. In 
fact this process pushed their understanding of mission and churchmanship to 
draw on the resources and practices of the wider church, for example 
monastic traditions and cross cultural mission.  
 
I looked for patterns and similarities across pioneers experiences. Obviously 
the pioneers each vocalised their own experiences differently; for example 
one pioneer emphasised dismantling structures as the catalyst to change, 
whereas another emphasised belief changes.  However running through these 
differences was clear evidence of pioneers questioning existing practice and 
seeking a break or level of discontinuity from existing structures.  
 
New growth followed, often developing from a deepened awareness of 
contextual and missional practice, experimentation in belief and practice, and 
modified understandings of Church. It can be tempting to jump to this phase, 
to focus on the growth, but however unnerving this first phase is for both 
pioneers and for churches they were planting from, it was this dismantling 
that appeared to create the space necessary for a deeper engagement with 
context and in time, the development of new contextual Christian 
communities.  
 
 
One morning couple of years ago my son Josh, who must have been about 2 
at the time, ran into our room, jumped on the bed and said 
“Dad, Mums broken” 
To which my wonderful husband said 
“No Josh she’s not broken she just looks rough in the morning” 
“No Dad, she is broken, it’s the baby”. 
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And he had a point. I was four months pregnant at the time, I think I’d just 
about stopped throwing up, but I was tired all the time. I couldn’t climb up 
the climbing frame or go down the slide – which is important to a 2 year old. 
I’d completely lost the ability to reverse park and kept getting emotional for 
no reason. It was only going to get worse until five months on, on labour day, 
anyone within ear shot would have been aware of my breaking. 
 
It’s the wonderful and awful reality that new life doesn’t come from a place of 
strength, oh that it could be so…. But no, new life often comes from 
brokenness and vulnerability.  
 
It may not be the case today in the UK, but for the majority of women 
historically and even today globally giving birth is the most dangerous and life 
threatening thing they’ll ever do. 
 
Out of the impossible the possibility of new life begins 
 
And we hear this same pattern again and again across the stories of our faith. 
Out of chaos God creates 
After flood God renews 
In slavery God builds a nation 
In exile God forms new communities of faith 
Jesus jokes that we must be born again, and it is a joke, because no adult 
would choose to make themselves nothing, taking on the nature of a fetus, 
putting themselves in the hands of others 
And Christ calls us to remember him in the breaking of bread, to share 
together this closeness of death and life. 
 
As the church has changed across the centuries she has experienced times of 
decline and growth, death and new life. And this new life has often occurred 
at the margins, not in the centre, in vulnerability and weakness. 
 
Out of the impossible the possibility of new life begins 
 
 
Whilst the period of questioning, dismantling and discontinuity can cause 
conflict and seem threatening, this journey is evident in scripture and church 
history. The voices of current pioneers act as echoes of the great historical 
pioneers of the faith.  
 
It is typified by the call of Jeremiah (1.10), to pluck up and pull down to 
build and to plant 
 
This journey of discontinuity and possibility is also found in New Testament 
accounts as the early Church grappled with the expansion of Christianity 
beyond the founding Jewish roots.   
 
This journey from discontinuity to possibility can also be seen as a reoccurring 
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process across epochs of Christianity and evident in the development of       
monastic movements and mission agencies. Sodality thinking embodies this, 
as do applications of paradigm theory. 
 
But I seem to have gone off on a tangent. Let’s get back to our current 
pioneers. 
 
Whilst noticing this journey… 
I started to notice significant differences in the experiences of pioneers 
connected to organisations such as Church Army, CMS,TOM and Venture FX; 
organisations which could be referred to as sodal. These pioneers appeared 
more positive about the wider Church, were more engaged in their context, 
and more conversant about mission and its ecclesiological implications. 
 
Given the apparent differences I began a closer analysis, tracking differences 
in pioneers experiences based on church context. To do this I designated 
pioneers modal, sodal or mixed status. 
 
Modally placed pioneers were those developing fresh expressions of 
church within existing church structures for example a vicar or pioneer curate 
developing multiple congregations from a parish.  
 
Sodally placed pioneers were those working outside existing church 
structures, developing new ways of being church within specific communities 
or contexts and connected to a sodal organisation such as Church Army or 
CMS, TOM.  
 
Sodal and modal pioneers were easy to spot however there was a whole 
group of pioneers who were somewhere in between. 
 
Pioneers with a mixed context referred to individuals who were either 
trained or supported by sodal organisations but working in modal structures, 
or those trained and supported by modal structures but licensed to start fresh 
expressions of church outside of existing structures.  
 
 
As pioneers described the challenges to their ministry 92% of those placed 
modally said their biggest challenges related to a lack of 
discontinuity from existing church structures and practice. This was slightly 
reduced in the mixed group at 80%. They appeared to begin the dismantling 
phase and then came up against immovable structures and became distracted 
by or locked into a narrative of antagonism with the existing church. 
 
In contrast none of the sodally placed pioneers saw the existing church as an 
obstacle to mission, they were positive about the wider church and happy 
with the level of connection they felt to it. In some cases they described how 
their phase of discontinuity had been resolved enabling new Christian 
community to form. 
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Whilst pioneers spoke really positively about the concept of mixed economy; 
that new forms of church could develop alongside more established            
congregations, in reality many pioneers were finding it really difficult and 
were really frustrated that ‘maintenance’ issues reduced their ability to 
pioneer.  
 
Over 60% of those working out of a parish church said the biggest challenge 
they faced in trying to start something new was the existing congregation. 
Most had expected that they would spend a reasonable amount of time 
negotiating and educating the existing church community about mission, 
however that this would become the primary challenge was a real surprise. 
 
When asked to talk about what they were pioneering, a surprising 50% of 
modally placed pioneers made no mention at all of anyone outside of the 
church and no mention of contextual mission. Let me say that again. These 
pioneers appeared to begin the dismantling phase, struggled to achieve the 
discontinuity they sought. Some became antagonistic towards the church, 
some distracted and some despondent about their ministry. This dramatically 
reduced their engagement with the context.  
 
More of the mixed group talked about contextual mission with 75% describing 
the context or the community they were reaching.  
 
In contrast 100% of sodally placed pioneers talked about context and 
mission, they were also significantly more conversant about the mission 
engaged in than other pioneers. They described their contextual practice, 
their experimentation with belief and practice, and how their understandings 
of church were being shaped and modified through their ministry.   
 
Unlike modally and mixed placed pioneers they appeared to have evolved 
language appropriate for the task. This may have occurred through the 
training and support given by the sodal organisation they were linked to. In 
some cases the organisation acted as mediator or broker with a diocese to 
enable new structures to develop which were appropriate to the context and 
mission needs.  
 
Now, this research was carried out a couple of years ago. During the course 
of the research it became clear that some diocese were developing their 
modal structures to enable pioneers to work more contextually. There was 
also evidence of parish churches acting as minsters, resourcing mission and 
sending out pioneers to work contextually. 
 
In this research these pioneers have been designated as mixed placed 
pioneers. However as these structures are still in the development stage it is 
unclear whether their outcomes may improve in time. 
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These findings raise serious questions about the deployment of pioneers. And 
emphasise the role sodal organisations play both in training, and developing 
structures which enable evangelism and fresh expressions of church. 
 
Pioneers rather than just starting something new, appear to follow a common 
journey, which includes an initial stage of dismantling. This creates a level of 
discontinuity from previously held beliefs and practices and questions existing 
structures. Where access to discontinuity is restricted, as is often the case 
with those in mixed or modal context, pioneers become locked into a 
narrative of antagonism and become distracted from the mission task. 
 
In contrast pioneers connected to sodal organisations have more freedom to 
work outside of existing church structures, and are released to work among 
non church goers and those beyond the fringe of the existing Church.  
 
The placement of pioneers, whether in modal or sodal structures drastically 
effects their relationship with the church, their ability to engage with the 
mission context and in turn their ability to develop contextual forms of 
church. 
  
 
 
 


