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Fresh Expressions general synod presentation

Five years on

In February 2004 it was my privilege to
present the Mission-shaped Church
report to General Synod. Now it is my
privilege to report on the progress
made by the Fresh Expressions Team,
and to offer some reflections on the
future.

Some background material is provided
in GS 1766, and I will not repeat all of
that this morning.

I need to begin with gratitude. If, in
2004, this Synod had not received
Mission-shaped Church so generously,
and had not commending it to the
dioceses and boards with such
enthusiasm, far less would have been
achieved. You gave us lift-off, and
helped to release a movement. So
thank you.

It is particularly appropriate that this
presentation follows the addresses by
the President and Vice President of the
Methodist Conference. From the
beginning the Fresh Expressions
Initiative has been a full partnership
between the Church of England and the
Methodist Connexion. The level of
cooperation has been admirable and
together we have given some
substance to our Covenant. As Synod
has heard, the United Reformed
Church also become a partner recently,
as did the Congregational Union some
time before.

Mission is the driver for the most
motivated expressions of local
ecumenism. We unite locally for the

sake of others. And for their sakes, we
address a shared weakness: the
ineffectiveness of many of our historic
approaches to mission to engage with
many parts of our current society.

One of the most impressive
developments has been the sheer
range of fresh expressions of church. I
want to pay tribute to the hundreds of
lay leaders and clergy who have
launched imaginative new initiatives
among their neighbourhoods and
networks over the last few years. They
can be found in rural and in urban
settings, among new housing
developments and cathedral cities, in
suburban and in city centre parishes.
Every churchmanship is represented :
Traditional and Affirming Catholic,
Conservative and Open Evangelical,
New Wine churches, middle
churchmanship, contemplative
communities, and the majority of
parishes where no one tradition
predominates.

The more unusual examples - located in
skate parks and farmers' markets, or
focused on mountain bikers or surfers
(a notable Methodist example!) get the
media attention; but the great
majority are new fledgling
congregations meeting at a convenient
time and in a welcoming place, and are
well within the capability of the
average parish. Members of Synod can
find a wide range of examples on our
Share website.
www.sharetheguide.org/examples

Wherever we travel to provide training
we discover more initiatives than we
had known existed. There is much to
give thanks for.

There are a handful of fresh
expressions ministering among ethnic
minorities, but not enough. I was
pleased to attend the Archbishop of
Canterbury's recent consultation at
Lambeth with leaders of ‘Black

Majority’ churches. It was moving to
hear brothers and sisters, whose
forefathers had come to faith through
our forefathers missionary sacrifice,
share their calling to come to this
nation for the same gospel purpose. We
have much to learn here, and I pray
that new partnerships will develop.

Overall, however, there is much to give
thanks for.

In our training courses we teach that
the mission of the church is to
participate in the mission of God:

‘Seeing what God is doing and joining
in.’ The events of the last few years
have convinced me that we are
involved, in part at least, in a
movement initiated by the Holy Spirit.
We seem to have caught, or been
caught up by, a wave of the Spirit, and
our central task is not to fall off!

As I have reflected on the story so far,
a combination of three factors has
been crucial to the progress made.
First, there is a new imagination about
the form or shape of church. Anglican
Christians are imagining the possibility
of new forms of church for the sake of
mission. Second, there is a new era of
permission and encouragement by
church leaders. The report prepared
for Tuesday's debate emphasized the
importance of Episcopal support in
particular. Finally there have been
training resources, many provided by
the Fresh Expressions team. These
three combine in a dynamic ecology.
Parishes can imagine appropriate fresh
expressions of church, they are not just
permitted but encouraged to take the
risk of starting one, and training is
available to show them how.
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To give Synod some grasp of the range
of our work these maps show where we
have held an introductory vision day,
where we have made or are committed
to make a presentation to Diocesan
Synods, on our current tour, and where
we have held, are holding or are
committed to hold our year long
mission shaped ministry course for
practitioners.

A number of issues have emerged along
the way.

The first is the need to provide some
discipline and coherence to the
terminology. An inevitable
consequence of a high profile initiative,
is that the use of its distinctive
language become elastic. It has been
almost impossible to attempt anything
new in the Church of England lately
without calling it a fresh expression of
something, or mission-shaped. There
has also been some rebranding of
existing work! My desire to bring some
discipline to the vocabulary is not to
discredit good pieces of mission and

ministry, but to make it clear what we
mean by the terms, and what our task
is.

A ‘fresh expression’ is shorthand for a
‘fresh expression of church’. Our task is
to encourage the planting of new
congregations or churches among those
untouched by existing churches. We
contrast that with initiatives to draw
people into existing congregations, not
because we disapprove - it is essential
- but because it is not our task, or what
we mean by the terminology from
Mission-shaped Church.

Fresh is not the opposite of stale. Nor
is a fresh expression of church to be
defined as the opposite of inherited or
traditional (although it is
complementary to it). Fresh is rooted
in the Declaration of Assent. The faith
uniquely revealed in the Holy
Scriptures and set forth in the catholic
creeds, to which the Church of England
has born witness in its historic
formularies, has to be proclaimed
afresh to this generation. Part of that

proclamation involves a fresh
embodiment of the gospel in new,
contextually appropriate communities
of faith - fresh expressions of church,
as fresh embodiments of the faith,
among a community of people who had
not known it, or who had lost touch
with the church.

As we have observed and participated
in these developments, we have
identified a process, as a form of best
practice. Many fresh expressions of
church begin with a period of listening
to God and the relevant community:
double listening. They develop through
consistent patterns of service, building
the relationships through which a
community can form around Christ. In

vision days
Red completed

Green Coming up

mission shaped ministry
Red completed

Blue in progress
Green coming up

Church of England
synods

Green visited
Orange

coming up
Red

not visited

‘Our task is to encourage
the planting of new

congregations or churches
among those untouched by

existing churches.’
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these relationships evangelism can
have its proper place and discipleship
be explored . An appropriate pattern of
worship and sacramental life can then
emerge, in which new and restored
believers, and those on the way to
clearer faith can have a full part.

The planting team may have seen this
as church from the beginning. For
those being drawn into faith there will
be a growing understanding of what it
means to be church. While diocesan
authorities offer encouragement and
support to the embryonic church from
the beginning, but properly delay
permanent recognition until there is
evidence of stability.

Fresh expressions of church are
contextual - they are to be appropriate
to the local or intended context. They
require a costly incarnational approach,
which prioritises the needs of the
neighbourhood or network over the
preferences of the planting team. In
Mission-shaped Church we called this

‘dying to live’. Discernment is the
crucial capacity - again, seeing what
God is going and joining in. These are
to be communities for the Kingdom,
and not just the expansion of the
church. Many are birthed through acts
of service. The commitment to an
incarnational approach is to ensure
that these can become
transformational communities for their
wider community, rather than existing
purely for themselves, or being
inculturated in a (to them) alien church
culture.

Because many fresh expressions of
church are still fledgling Christian
communities, there is still a great deal
to learn about sustainability Which are

properly seasonal, and which have the
capacity to become longstanding and
mature congregations? How long before
they become self supporting? How
quickly can indigenous leadership be
developed? How soon could a fresh
expression plant a new fresh
expression? We are inevitably very
early in this particular learning curve,
but it will be a vital focus of our
ongoing work, featuring particularly on
our Share website. And it is the theme
of our day with the Archbishop of
Canterbury and the General Secretary
of the Methodist Church in Lincoln on
March 5th. To which members of Synod
would be most welcome.

If fresh expressions of church are to
mature, they need appropriate support.
We are encouraging the development
of FEASTs (not as exciting as it sounds -
Fresh Expressions Area Strategy Teams)
in each area. These are ecumenical
teams of senior leaders, champions,
trainers and experienced practitioners
whose task is to nurture the
development of fresh expressions of
church and pioneer ministry in their
region. My Methodist colleague, the
Rev Stephen Lindridge, carries a
particular responsibility for this in our
team.

All that I have been saying needs to be
put in the context of the ‘mixed
economy’ church. The language of the
mixed economy is not a device to
create space and permission for fresh
expressions of church to coexist with
more inherited approaches.

Catholicity requires both diversity and
interdependence. The mixed economy
summarizes a dynamic partnership;
where inherited church has encouraged,
and often funded, fresh expressions
initiatives, and where the planting of a
fresh expression of church has in turn
brought renewal and encouragement to
a more traditional congregation.

The future

Finally I want to turn to the future.

It is clear that many parish-based fresh
expressions of church have re-engaged
with a fringe, which no longer exists to
the scale of previous generations. This
has been done through the establishing
of new congregation or through the
transforming of existing pieces of
community ministry into new
congregations. Many of those working
with young families have used the Bible
Reading Fellowship's excellent Messy
Church material. This has been a
challenging task for many parishes, and
is precisely the degree of progress we
could realistically have expected from
the first years of this initiative. Many
parishes have done well. But most
fresh expressions reach dechurched
people, or people who are immediately
open to consider an invitation. And we
have to go much further.

As reported in Tuesday's debate the
Tear Fund survey of church attendance,
published in 2007, shows that the
largest group of adults (that is 16 and
over) in England are those who have
never had more than a fleeting contact
with any Christian church in their
lifetime. The next largest category is
the dechurched. Our parish churches
have had wide open back doors for
years and we have not done enough to
enquire why so many have gone
through them. In Mission-shaped
Church, based on research for the mid
nineties, that dechurched category
divided equally between those who
were open to return and those who
were closed. This is a primary reason
why Back To Church Sunday is so
important.

‘Fresh expressions of
church are contextual -

they are to be appropriate
to the local or intended

context.’
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But ten years later, the proportions are
five sixths closed, and only one sixth
open to return. Which is why fresh
expressions of church, beyond this
fringe, are so important for the future
of our Church’s ministry.

Many children of the dechurched
become the next generation of never
churched. So the work of church
schools, in laying a foundation of
Christian values in a context of
collective worship, has never been
more important.

If we were to add the under 16s to this
chart, the never-churched might be
the majority of the population. Synod
has already heard, in the papers for
this session, that the average church of
England worshipper is nearly fourteen
years older than the average age of the
population. If that does not amount to
a challenge for a national church, I do
not now what does! It is a challenge we
can rise to.

Dioceses need to respond to this
mission context with coherent and
prayerful thinking and action. First we
need to know what we are achieving. A
consistent and suitably nuanced
national system of recording fresh
expressions of church in each diocese
is essential.

Most parishes, or groups of small
parishes, have the potential to plant a
fresh expression of church. We have
done well, but we can do much more.
S24b The mixed economy should be the
norm in each deanery, not the activity
of an enterprising few. Most parish
based fresh expressions will be lay led.

As we heard in Tuesday's debate there
are major advantages in working

ecumenically, through local Churches
Together groups and through churches
working together under the Hope
(formerly Hope 08) banner. A light
touch ecumenical procedure that does
not automatically progress to an LEP is
urgently needed. As is the capacity to
make a non Anglican appointment, to
an ecumenical fresh expression, under
a Bishops Mission Order.

To engage with those who have no
knowledge of the faith, or apparent
need of the Church, takes time. We are
challenged to a long term incarnational
ministry. The gradual separation of the
church from the lives of so many has
taken decades and the tide will not be
turned quickly. It is already clear that
three year funded projects are not
adequate, and that there is no quick fix.
Church Army experience says plan for
a ten year project and review after five.

There will be an increasing role for
pioneer ministers, both lay and
ordained. Which is not to say that other
clergy have no capacity for pioneering
work. The Church Army, and its
Sheffield centre, and CMS, (all
members of the Fresh Expression
partnership), are already bringing
significant experience to the task.

The strategic deployment of
stipendiary pioneer ministers is a
crucial resource for the future. But we
need to deploy far more lay and
ordained pioneer ministers than we can
afford to employ! Much pioneer church
planting will have to be, either self
supporting, or resourced in new ways.
The Church of England needs to learn
how to sustain ‘tent-making’ church
planters - like St. Paul! A portfolio of
practical means of help should to be
developed in each diocese: a whole
new understanding and culture of self-
supporting ministry for mission. Self
supporting cannot be allowed to mean

‘left to sink or swim’. Or projects will
fail and pioneers be damaged. Pioneers
are most vulnerable when they are
isolated, particularly when they are
not part of a planting team. With the

Church Army we are facilitating some
action learning networks for OPM
curates, but diocesan networks,
facilitated by a Missioner or Director of
Pioneer Ministry, as in Liverpool, are
best practice. People planting
something new, and initially frail, need
to be part of a larger network.

We face the long haul, not the latest
fad. A very able pioneer minister
recently said to me ‘It’s hard work. And
it takes forever. But sometimes you see
flashes of God at work, which keeps
you going.’

We have to face the question, who will
our current forms of church never
reach? As a church we have a
responsibility before God for those who
do not yet know him. St Paul described
himself as ‘in debt’ to them (Romans
1:24f).

Our faith is being proclaimed and
embodied afresh: A practice from the
very heart of our Anglican heritage. In
a few years we have achieved a great
deal, but there is much, much more to
do.

+Graham Cray
Archbishops' Missioner
11/02/10
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‘Many children of the
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next generation of never
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