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Missing Generation Research Project

Summary of Previous Work
1. 
The issue of the so called missing generation
 has been raised at various times in the past and the Projects, Research and Development staff were asked to explore this further. The results of a literature review conducted in 2009 can be found in the Appendix of a paper presented to Methodist Council in 2010
.

2. 
After reflecting on this literature review, a twelve month research project was developed. This project had the following aims:

2.1
To establish what can be learnt from Methodist congregations that have a relatively smooth demographic profile over the full age range, and from this to provide guidance for other churches in their mission to the whole of society.

2.2
To explore the attitudes of the 25-40 age-group towards the Methodist Church 
a) from practising Methodists, and 
b) from Christians who have previously worshipped in a Methodist context.
3. 
The research project was introduced with an exercise carried out as part of the 2010 Methodist Conference. Conference Representatives were asked to identify churches which had a smooth age profile – i.e. churches whose congregations represented all age groups. Thirteen case studies were collated
 and the Conference spent time in small groups discussing them. 
4. 
The 2010 Conference also received the research brief
 for the project, which formally began in July 2010. 

Methodology of Project
5. 
The methodology of the research differed slightly from the original proposal, partly owing to the fact that a recruitment freeze was imposed upon the Connexional Team in early 2010, meaning that the part-time post for the project was recruited five months later than planned.
6. 
Identification of churches for Aim 1:

6.1 
The first step was to identify churches amongst the case studies that could be used within a pilot exercise in which the methodology could be tested. 

6.2 
Following the pilot phase, further churches were identified from the case studies, through responses to an open request distributed via Methodist e-News and the Chairs’ mailing and recommendations from Connexional Team specialists for specific types of churches (e.g. those with ethnically diverse congregations). 

7. 
Pilot and methodology for Aim 1:

7.1 
Two contrasting churches were identified from the Conference case studies on which a proposed methodology was tested. This proved to be successful and was subsequently used with other churches, varying slightly according to circumstances. 

7.2 
The process consisted of:
(i)
A questionnaire sent to the minister (or person identified by the church as the main contact point) to establish basic details – e.g. number of services held; demographics of congregation and local community; lay staff employed; and pastoral structures. 

(ii) 
Face-to-face meetings with the minister and other key individuals to discuss the questionnaire and to establish the best way in which to conduct the research with the church. 
(iii) 
Attending Sunday worship at each church, as well as attending other church activities as appropriate – e.g. where significant numbers of the missing generation were present. 

(iv) 
Conducting focus groups and interviews with representative members of the congregation and (where relevant) specific missing generation focus groups. 

7.3 
A range of churches were chosen, based upon some of the following factors: geographical location; ethnic diversity; theological outlook of church; economic status of local area and size of congregation, as well as varying numbers of the missing generation. 
7.4 
All information was gathered with the assurance that specific church and individual details would be anonymised. 
7.5 
Audio recordings of meetings were transcribed and then analysed using NVivo (a qualitative research analysis software tool). 
8. 
Methodology for Aim 2:
8.1 
An online survey was designed to be completed by anyone aged approximately 25-40  who had at some point attended a Methodist church on a regular basis. Slightly different questions were asked of Methodists and those not currently worshipping in Methodist churches, but covering the same themes.
8.2 
The survey covered the following areas: relationship with the Methodist Church; church attendance; church involvement; church characteristics; fellowship; pastoral care and worship. Space was provided at the end of the survey to enable respondents to give a detailed reply on any of the themes, or on the issue more generally. 

8.3 
It was distributed via Methodist e-News; Twitter/Facebook; those who attended an Emerging Leaders day in 2009; as well as details of people formerly involved in MAYC activities. Many districts/circuits included it in their own newsletters and over the 6 weeks in which it was open, nearly 250 people completed it. 
8.4 
Responses to the final, qualitative question were analysed using NVivo in the same way as data for Aim 1. 
8.5 
Further analysis is currently needed on the quantitative data from the survey and it is hoped to conduct some further focus groups consisting of those who responded. 

Current Status of Research:
9. 
At the time of writing (early March 2011), the fieldwork and survey had been completed and initial analysis conducted in order to identify the key themes (outlined in Appendix 1) that have appeared during the research. It should be noted that these findings are at a preliminary stage and further work will be done in order to clarify the final findings and recommendations.
9.1 
These themes will be analysed further in order to develop them into recommendations for future plans. This will involve close collaboration with Connexional Team colleagues as well as wider connexional bodies. 
9.2 
The final report from the project will be published prior to the 2011 Methodist Conference. 

Future activities suggested:
10.1 
The key activity in 2011/12 would be to encourage the relevant application of the research’s recommendations across the Connexion, by utilising existing communications resources. The use of electronic media to share research knowledge information will also be investigated.

10.2 
It is recognised that the recommendations would not be successfully implemented without full support at each level of the Connexion – local church, circuit, district and Connexional Team. 

10.3 
Further suggestions on how best to utilise the research may be developed or adjusted, subsequent to the final report in 2011, and would be dependent on the nature of the final recommendations.
10.4 
In order to share further and disseminate the findings and knowledge from the research, the 2011/12 budget includes a half-time staff member within the Projects, Research & Development Cluster. 
Appendix One: 

Initial findings from the Missing Generation Research Project

1. Introduction
1.1 
These are the initial findings of the Missing Generation Research Project which has been collecting data throughout the Connexion in order to offer some recommendations on how the church might be able to deal with the issue. There is still a significant amount of analysis to be done on this data before recommendations can be made, but what follows outlines broad themes and ideas which have so far been identified. The majority of these findings have been drawn from our church case studies – there is still further data to be analysed relating to Aim 2 of the project. 

1.2 
It is also important to note that the brief for this research project relates specifically to the Methodist Church. While it is true that the church in Britain as a whole is lacking those in their 20s and 30s, this project only had the resources to explore what this issue meant in a Methodist context – and to establish if there might be a uniquely Methodist approach to dealing with it. 

2. Church and life
2.1 
An overarching theme which came out in this research is the fact that conventional church does not fit easily into modern life, either socially or spiritually. This, of course, relates to all churches, not just the Methodist Church. Whereas in the past social (and often work) networks and church networks tended to be coordinate, social and work networks nowadays are increasingly wide-ranging;  and contact with different modes of spirituality are also much wider. New models of what ‘church’ might mean – if one defines it as the interface of social and spiritual life – need to be developed. Currently, it seems arguable that many people do not encounter ways of ‘being church’ which suit them.  
2.2 
It seems likely that many (perhaps even the majority of) people feel drawn to spirituality and to a need to lead a ‘good life’; far more people express an interest in spirituality than would say they are conventionally religious.  However, an increasing number of people, and the majority of the MG, do not see spiritual connection – contact with God –  as something they will find in conventional churches. This is a major challenge in relation to the MG in particular, many of whom have no – or little – experience of conventional church and have little patience with what seems irrelevant to many of them. There is, however, a very important ‘spiritual gap’ for many of them, which yearns to be filled. In the modern world, where there are many complex and difficult ethical questions to address, as well as questions about what a spiritual life might mean, new models of ‘church’ are deeply needed. 
3. Belonging to a Methodist congregation
3.1 
Members of the MG who are attracted to a Methodist church appear to be attracted largely because of a church’s individual character, not because it is ‘Methodist’. They tend to focus, in other words, on belonging locally, and not on belonging to a wider worshipping community – the Methodist Church. 

3.2 
It is Methodist churches which succeed in developing a distinctively individual character, with consistency in preaching and in worship and a clear vision of who they are and where they are going, which appear to be the most successful in retaining and attracting members of the MG. They tackle the need for consistency of preaching by finding ways of overcoming factors that can reduce consistency – such as the circuit plan bringing a variety (in terms of quality and theology) of preachers to lead worship at the church. We found that individual churches apply conditions to their involvement in the preaching plan to avoid these problems. Individual churches which are successful with the MG also develop their worship. This has tended to involve nurturing and drawing on the skills of Worship Leaders
 with the aim of ensuring worship of the right type for the congregation as well as consistency of worship style. Both strategies contribute to maximising individual churches’ ability to develop and maintain their individuality. 

3.3 
Many members of the MG emphasised the importance for them of having a sense of belonging in relation to a local church. Most churches related this to the importance of having sufficient numbers of people ‘like them’ within a certain congregation for them to have a peer group, and this was expressed by members of the MG too; but many also expressed the desire for there to be people who are different from them, particularly in terms of age. This emphasises their sense of the congregation as a ‘family’; families consist, after all, of people of different ages. Another major issue which came out was their desire to take on responsibility and leadership, and this too relates to ‘growing up’ within a family. The complex nature of what it means to ‘belong’, the relationship of a congregation (at whatever level) to a family, and the implications of this, tend not to be explored in any detail but tend to be tackled by churches on a reactive level.  

3.4 
The fact that members of the MG are drawn to individual churches and not to the Methodist Church is reflected in their views on the Methodist Church. In the context of their focus on the importance of belonging, and the idea of the ideal local congregation as a ‘family’, it was striking that there was a relatively undeveloped sense of the wider Methodist Church as a congregation or family among the MG. This is related to a loss of focus on or interest in denomination among the MG. Those who do find a spiritual and social home in Christian churches find this more through affiliation to a specific congregation, rather than through a sense of affiliation to a denomination. We found little understanding or appreciation among younger people who are associated with Methodist churches of the meaning, the ‘DNA’, of Methodism. An understanding of what Methodism might mean tends to come through to them indirectly, through observing the structure and functioning of the Church, rather than explicitly and overtly.  This is particularly true of those who are not ‘cradle Methodists’, but even applies to those who were born into Methodism.

3.5 
The functioning of the Methodist Church often seems to younger people to have no rationale; the rooting of the stationing process and the circuit organisation of the Church in an intention to create a Connexion which supports and upholds all churches and holds the Church together is not appreciated. The difficulties generated by this kind of functioning tend to be clearer.  The relationship between the egalitarian and inclusive ideology of the Methodist Church and Church structure is not clear to members of the MG, who are confused by this structure, with some seeing the Church as  too structured and some as not structured enough, and confusion over the hierarchy of the Church and who is ‘in charge’.

3.6 
This relates to questions around what a ‘congregation’ might mean in the modern world, which relate to the ways in which the sense of ‘belonging’ is constructed and develops on the part of the MG. A congregation may be defined as a worshipping community. As such, it does not exist only at one level, but at several. The entire Christian community is, at the highest level, a worshipping community. Christian denominations like the Methodist Church are worshipping communities, which, to stay together, need to have a sense of ‘belonging together’ (to use a term which is currently being used for another project within the Methodist Church at the moment, focused on understanding and growing links between different ethnic and cultural groups within the Church). There are well-grounded social and spiritual reasons for developing a sense of ‘belonging’ at a supra-local level through a denomination, and, because of its social aims, this might be argued to be particularly true of the Methodist Church; however, these are little appreciated by the MG (despite their interest in social action – see section 4 below). It is the local level on which they tend to focus – the level at which contact takes place at a physical level between people. 

3.7 
At the local level, congregations can also be said to exist at different levels, either de facto or through deliberate facilitation on the part of the church. Groupings founded in both social and worship often exist within a local church based on age, ethnicity, social class, or worship preference.  
3.8 
Questions were raised often during this research about what should be the relative importance and emphasis on different levels of congregation, and how to achieve these, mostly related to local churches but also in relation to the wider Methodist Church. Two major questions arose: a) what the right balance should be between ‘growing’ distinctive congregations within a local congregation associated with a particular church building, within a circuit, and/or ecumenically and ensuring the unity of the congregation, at whatever level this is conceived; and b) what the significance is and could be of a sense of belonging to the wider Methodist Church as a wider congregation. These two questions are related, of course; in general, the Methodist Church, as a broad church, aims to bring together people who are different and ‘grow them together’, as it were. 

4. Methodism and social action
4.1 
There is a strong desire for social action on the part of members of the MG who are members of Methodist churches, who see this as an important aspect of their spirituality. Those who are aware that Methodism has as part of its DNA a focus on social action were very appreciative of this, although many were not aware of this or were only vaguely aware of it. The need to address inequalities in society and the needs of the deprived and disadvantaged was widely seen as important. This was being done by many of the more successful churches, for example through setting up day centres for the homeless; setting up chaplaincies for specific groups; facilitating and encouraging members of the church to speak, campaign and/or take visible positions on social issues; partnering voluntary sector organisations in social action; and simply having the church open to anyone in need for as much of the time as possible. Some were happy with the fact that the Methodist Church is ‘not the state church’; as such, it can take up positions which are aimed at bringing about social change. 

5. Theology
5.1 
Members of the MG were often unsure of the theology of the Methodist Church, even if they are associated with a Methodist church. The open and inclusive theological approach which is Methodism’s DNA, with its core focus on the fact that God loves everyone, was often unclear to them in any detail.  There is an inherent but veiled tension between an ‘evangelical’
  and a ‘liberal’ position within the Church broadly, and it is often unclear how the theology of the church an individual belongs to fits into the broader Methodist Church – and hence what the theology of the Methodist Church actually is. 

5.2 
The nature of theological concern among members of the MG arguably needs more investigation. They expressed little interest in debating the difference between ‘evangelical’ and ‘liberal’ positions. There seem, broadly, to be two strands to the direction of spiritual travel in which members of the MG who are or have been associated with the Methodist Church are going. One is exploratory and questing; many told us that they do not want to be told what to believe, or consider that certainty is not possible in spiritual terms, but rather saw their spiritual life as a journey of discovery. The other is towards more certainty and clarity; ‘evangelical’ ministers told us that they believe that younger people need theological clarity. It seems likely that many younger people feel a pull in both directions, feeling drawn both to clarity (‘absolute ideas are addictive, full stop’, as one person put it) and to exploration. However it should be emphasised that it was ministers, rather than members of the MG, who emphasised the importance of clarity in theological terms. 

6. Worship
6.1 
Worship may be broadly defined as communication with God/praise of God and was seen as including one or more of the following: song (to God or about God), including traditional hymns, more contemplative singing such as Taizé or Iona and worship songs; silence; reading sacred literature; paintings and crafts; dance and movement; poetry; entertainment such as Bible magic; sharing food; and play (including Messy Church and Godly Play). The context of worship was demarcated in different ways by different members of the MG to whom we spoke, and ranged from the statement that ‘all of life should be worship’ to the view that worship is sung worship on Sunday. 

6.2 
The significance of worshipping with others in church as opposed to worshipping individually is clearly important to consider in the context of church membership and engagement; although this is not usually explicit, it would seem that communal worship is important to most people. The distinction between worship and a church service is worth considering here. Although this was not true of all, a number of members of the MG, as well as younger people, expressed the view that the main point of a service is the worship – by which they meant the singing. They felt that the teaching/preaching was of less significance.  Older people, and ministers, placed more emphasis on the preaching, with some ministers seeing this as the core of the service.

6.3 
We found that members of the MG – and many older people too – were generally not happy with traditional Methodist worship, although some said they valued it as being more personal and less standardised than a traditional Anglican service. However, many saw it as too standardised and needing more flexibility. 

6.4 
The main message was that there is a strong desire on the part of younger people for an experiential style of worship; they want to feel that they are in contact with God.  There was discontent with traditional hymns, which are seen as not (or no longer) Spirit-led and as being too obscure in wording and unexciting in music. Experiential worship can include a variety of styles, ranging from silent contemplation to song and dance. Within Christianity, experiential worship has deep roots and it has been very important within Methodism. However, the perception among younger Methodists as well as those who have left the Methodist Church is that it has almost entirely been lost within the Church.  

6.5 
A very important type of experiential worship nowadays among younger people is through worship songs. Worship is increasingly led, within both Methodist churches and other churches, by worship leaders, who plan and orchestrate worship songs, and sometimes the service in general, and who may respond to the ‘feeling’ of the congregation and alter the order of the service as planned. There is limited scope for this within a Methodist church, however, and this is seen as problematic by many, since they feel that this detracts from the experiential nature of the worship.

6.6 
There is an association nowadays between experiential worship in the form of worship songs and an ‘evangelical’ type of Christianity, both within Methodism and more widely in Christianity.  However Methodists, both younger people and ministers, who take a more ‘liberal’ theological position suggested to us that there was no reason why experiential worship should be confined to churches which are more ‘evangelical’.  It seems important to disassociate the desire for experiential worship from any inclination on the part of younger people towards an ‘evangelical’ theology. The two do not appear to be seen as linked by members of the MG.

6.7 
The fact that different people prefer different forms of worship, and a knowledge that younger people like worship songs rather than traditional hymns, has been addressed within Methodist churches which we visited in different ways. Some include different styles of worship within one service, in an attempt to satisfy everyone to some degree; some have different services for different groups. This relates to an issue raised in some churches: that if different services are set up it divides the congregation. However, some churches have separate services with different styles at the same time, which introduces the possibility of moving from one context to another and means that people are able to mix with each other – and experience different styles of worship.

7. Innovation
7.1 
Innovation in general is perceived as often very difficult to implement by many ministers as well as many members of the MG. There is a widely held perception that the ‘old guard’ will not want to change. However, this is mitigated by the fact that many churches, and many existing members of Methodist churches, really want ‘fresh blood’ and are trying very hard to bring it in. Those churches which do have a significant number of members of the MG clearly very much appreciated this; it was seen as highlighting and strengthening the nature of the congregation as a (multi-generational) ‘family’. Whilst older people do often have difficulty in accepting change, the vigour and vision which members of the MG often have was widely appreciated; it seems likely that older people often have both a realization of the need for change and innovation and, at the same time, a fear of it which they (may even know they) need to overcome. 
7.2 
Innovation in worship is challenging and requires courage and strength of sustained vision. It can divide the congregation and needs effective leadership and the support of the broader church. It was pointed out to us that it can also be ‘old wine in new bottles’; and that lack of preparation can also masquerade as open-ness to the Spirit.

7.3 
Despite the difficulties of innovation in worship, it has important advantages: a) it opens a church up to a wider potential congregation, responding to preferences and needs and putting new attenders on the same footing as cradle Methodists; and b) many members of the MG argued that an innovative approach to worship allows people to be responsive to the Spirit and open to experience of it in new ways; and it allows for the creativity of different people.
7.4 
We found that the perception that older people are not open to innovation in worship appears to be questionable as a generalisation; what we did find was that most did not like ‘worship songs’ but preferred quieter forms of worship. Innovation per se is therefore not necessarily an issue for older people.
8. Preaching
8.1 
The relationship between preaching and worship, including musical worship
, is one which needs some thought in the context of innovative worship styles and a new format for ‘being church’. Traditionally the sermon is central to the Methodist service, but some members of the MG are clear that for them it is the sung worship that is central. Many are not happy to be ‘talked down to’ and a more collaborative co-teaching co-learning format may be more appropriate. The traditional Methodist service is quite highly programmed, linking the sermon carefully with the hymns, and this is difficult to transform into a more fluid, open format. 

8.2 
However, it is also true that many members of the MG, as well as older people, really appreciate good preaching/teaching. There was a mixed message from ministers and members of the MG themselves as to whether there are specific sermons or kinds of sermons which are appropriate for this group. The length of the sermon was raised by some, in the context of the fact that people in the MG are believed to have short attention spans and to be accustomed to multi-tasking, which they cannot do while listening to a sermon in church. Visual aids were mentioned by many as important, but in many churches these are not very sophisticated.

8.3 
The traditional sermon is not followed up by discussion on the part of the congregation, although children and teenagers will discuss the question preached on in their junior church. This is something which some people mentioned as problematic, since they would appreciate a chance to discuss the topic. This links to the importance of small groups.

9. Outreach
9.1 
In order to make people aware of a church, it needs to become visible and to create a ‘bridge’ between church and members of the MG in the community. The intent of this is likely to be pre-evangelistic although without this being too overt. Churches have found that a ‘bridge’ is often most effectively created through providing for practical needs. 

9.2 
One way in which the church can become more visible and become part of the life of the MG in the community is through setting up a cafe or a shop. Particularly in city-centre areas, this has been found by some churches to be very effective. Another way is through setting up social activities which are attractive to individuals who are not members of the church. Given that members of the MG are often parents, a common and effective way of building bridges with them has been found to be to set up a playgroup and/or children’s clubs, which often draws parents into trying out church. Regular contact with schools is also effective. 

9.3 
Tackling the needs of individuals who are in need with a pre-evangelistic intent is another way of linking with the MG in the community.  Some churches have tackled this through initiatives like street pastors, through providing debt advice and through setting up drop-in centres focused on specific problems. Such initiatives have sometimes been set up in partnership with non-church organisations or ecumenically. Providing meeting rooms at low cost for groups such as Alcoholics Anonymous is another way of addressing the needs of those with needs who may through them be brought into the church. 
9.4 
Some churches have taken on a paid worker whose job is to engage with outreach and this is seen as very valuable and very important. However, most such workers have been primarily taken on with the aim of working with the age group 18-25 and there has been less attention paid to the need to take on someone to work specifically with the MG, although in some instances those working with 18-25s have also engaged with older people.

9.5 
Outreach with students – the future MG – is seen as important by churches in university towns, but with varying success. There is a tendency for certain churches to attract all the students – and these are not usually Methodist churches. Students are likely to ‘go with the herd’ to a degree perhaps greater than older people, regardless of whether a church fits their worship or theological inclination. Because of a liking for experiential worship in the form of worship songs, students often end up at ‘evangelical’ churches (which are likely to engage in ‘charismatic’ worship and to have good, up-to-date worship songs) despite the fact, mentioned by a number of people, that students are particularly likely to have enquiring minds which might be drawn to a more ‘liberal’ theological position. MethSoc provided a ‘liberal’ spiritual home for many students in the past. Students are attracted by material benefits, and free lunches and other food are an important offering which churches make to them to bring them in – and keep them in.

9.6 
Providing contexts for worship which suit potential new attenders and members is extremely important in relation to outreach. In relation to the MG, this means consideration being given to developing distinct services/acts of worship, and decisions about the relationship between these and the broader church. Some of the churches we visited had done this within existing services, and others had introduced separate services. Some had also developed Fresh Expressions, which are specifically intended to draw in people, particularly members of the MG, who are not members of any church. In these contexts, traditional forms of Methodist service are widely seen as incomprehensible to many people, and innovative forms of worship are particularly important.

10. Becoming a part of a Methodist church
10.1 
The initial welcome which people who first enter a church building find is obviously very important.  Factors mentioned included the need for the building to be welcoming and to have good facilities; that the welcome needs to be genuine and not a ‘hard-sell’; and that it needs to be quickly clear that the church is likely to prove able to provide for practical, community and spiritual needs.  

10.2 
Certain points came across as key in terms of allowing newcomers to learn more about a church and become part of it: a good welcome team, a system for introducing newcomers to other people (this was seen as particularly effective through food); providing opportunities to explain Christianity and Methodism, including through courses; and providing contexts in which people can create social and spiritual bonds with others, including through social events and small groups.

10.3 
There is a question over the nature of membership - how it is viewed by those within the congregation and how ministers draw them into membership. For some ministers becoming a member is a key component of Methodist discipleship. In other churches ‘becoming a Methodist’ was seen as less of a priority than ‘being a Christian’.

11. Enquiry courses
11.1 
Enquiry courses are an important way for people to move into church membership, allowing people to get to know each other and allowing them to be fed into small groups subsequently. It is important that they are available regularly, that the quality is sustained and that they are held at times of day which are accessible to people with different life styles.

11.2 
The most widely available form of enquiry course is Alpha. This is broadly Christian rather than Methodist. This means that it does not give people an idea of what they might be joining if they join a Methodist church rather than joining another denomination. There is no Enquiry course which allows people interested in a Methodist church to find out about Methodism.

11.3 
There are also other issues around Alpha. One is that it is perceived not to suit all social classes. It is also ‘evangelical’ in orientation and therefore provides a route to certainty rather than an avenue for exploration; this means that it does not feed the need for spiritual exploration and ‘questing’ felt by many members of the MG.

12. Creating and sustaining social and spiritual bonds : pastoral care and mentoring
12.1 
It is important that a church be more than a community which meets for worship on Sunday.  Because there is no automatic social linkage between people – particularly members of the MG – who come to a church, as there was in the past, this has to be created. Social activities, interest-based groups and outings are important parts of this. Churches which have been successful with the MG have facilitated these, and linked them to spiritual engagement with each other.

12.2 
Pastoral care and mentoring are an important part of the creation of a social and spiritual community.  Pastoral care was mentioned by many people as basic to Methodism but as not being done well any more. 

12.3 
One-to-one mentoring is not allowed for formally in any of the churches but was seen as important and often occurred through informal channels. An important form of this is inter-generational mentoring relationships, which were mentioned by many people as something they have really valued or would really value but which are not provided for adequately within their church. Mentoring in some instances is being set up to cascade within the church and this was seen as having potential. Mentoring is a skilled activity and training for mentoring is therefore important. This is not common, but in one church it is beginning to be planned for. 

12.4 
The classic mechanism for pastoral care within Methodism has been the ‘class’ system. This still exists to some degree in most churches but its function and functioning has become variable and consequently the role of the system has become somewhat unclear. It has also come to have a negative connotation and many churches said that they describe classes as cell groups, midweek groups or fellowship groups or families instead. 

13. Small groups
13.1 
Small groups, in whatever terms – including ‘class’ – they are described, were seen as very valuable indeed by many people, both by those who are already in them and by those who would like to be in them. The mix of aims they have was found to be variable, with fellowship and bible study/spiritual exploration being a common and successful mix. The relationship between pastoral/mentoring and small groups was variable and sometimes inherent rather than explicit.

13.2 
There were seen to be advantages to setting them up based on various different criteria – age, interest, geographical factors – with no clear conclusion that any one of these is best. Some churches made specific efforts to mix different ages/social classes with a view to bringing people together; some members liked this, others found that this created problems.

13.3 
Small groups were seen by many as being complementary to attendance at a church service, providing a lower-level sense of spiritual and social engagement. They appear to be fundamental to setting up a growing church nowadays, which achieves social and spiritual fellowship and community, support and discussion.

13.4 
Small groups were seen as having great potential to bring people into closer engagement with the church and to draw the church together. Those churches with the strongest small group system were considered to be the most ‘successful‘ by a number of people. However, it also needs to be recognized that some small groups are made up of members of different churches, and some people said that they belong to a small group at one church and attend church services at another. What is clear is that small groups are a very important way in which people set up spiritual and social bonds with each other.

13.5 
There are a number of areas which came through as needing some thought in relation to the functioning of small groups: the right role of the church leadership in directing and organizing small groups; their optimum size; the role of the leader and that of other members of the group; the right venue for meeting; the right way of introducing newcomers to a church to a small group/setting up new small groups for newcomers; the importance of adequate and appropriate study material; the relative importance of cohesion on the one hand and the difficulty of ‘getting into’ established groups on the other; the difficulty of travelling to meet in small groups for gathered congregations. A particular issue relating to the MG is the decision as to whether small groups should be set up specifically for them or for mixed ages – or perhaps both. 

14. Leadership and responsibility
14.1 
We found that the role of the minister as primus inter pares was, in general, supported.  The view was expressed that she/he should facilitate the developing vision of the whole church; represent the congregation vis-a-vis the general community; and develop leadership among others within the congregation. In achieving these aims, she/he should draw on her/his own particular gifts and work in areas where others are not so strong.  Where a minister showed an inclination to become dictatorial this was not appreciated. On the other hand, the minister does seem, particularly in big city centre churches, to have a role which goes beyond that of primus inter pares, and this seems to be related to the importance of effective preaching in such churches.

14.2 
The fact that ministers are regularly moved in the Methodist Church was seen as presenting problems both by ministers and church members; it makes it difficult for a church to develop and maintain its own distinctive identity, which is (as pointed out above) important in attracting and retaining members nowadays.

14.3 
Taking on responsibilities was expressed is important in becoming part of a church. While a number of ministers pointed out that many members of the MG see church as something they ‘consume’ rather than something they co-create, and emphasised the importance of getting them to take on responsibility, many members of the MG themselves said that they want to be able to take on more responsibilities and that they are often not given this opportunity. They expressed the need to be specifically invited into church structures. In some churches the importance of ensuring that members of the MG are within church structures was overtly recognized, as encouraging other members of the MG both as attenders/members and as potential leaders.

14.4 
The MG see themselves as having specific skills and gifts which they could bring to the church, such as the ability to work with children. They see themselves as able to bring in other younger people, acting as mentors, because they are more inclined to discuss ideas rather than imposing them. Involving the MG more in leadership requires careful thought in terms of structuring their involvement, such as in relation to setting up teams and hierarchies. It also requires thought in terms of ensuring that they are not overcommitted. 

14.5 
The relative gender equality which exists within the Methodist Church was a sub-text throughout the research. The fact that gender rarely surfaced as an issue appears to express a widespread acceptance of the Methodist position. It was clear that there was a widespread appreciation and acceptance of the fact that both men and women are able to take on leadership roles. Among the MG, where there is a much stronger tendency to assume gender equality as the ideal in society (if not always the norm) the position of the Methodist Church in relation to gender resonates very well.

� The term ‘missing generation’ refers to the generation(s) of church goers who have been identified as largely


absent from congregations. Aged 20-40 (or even 50 in some research), they are Generations X and Y in


sociological terms.


� MC/10/64


� The case studies booklet presented to Conference can be downloaded from: �HYPERLINK "file:///\\\\Jim-elliot\\Shared%20Directories\\Projects\\Research\\Research%20Work\\Missing%20Generation\\www.methodist.org.uk\\missinggeneration"�www.methodist.org.uk/missinggeneration�


� Missing Generation Research, Methodist Conference 2010


� To avoid confusion with ‘worship leaders’ who lead the congregation in music, the following will apply:


Worship Leader (capitalised) – someone qualified in the authorised ministry within the Methodist Church;


worship leader (non-capitalised) – a musician leading the congregation in sung worship.


� In this context the term ‘evangelical’ – which may used with a variety of meanings – is used to refer to an approach to Christianity which has often emphasised the need for personal conversion, a more conservative approach to Scripture, and the importance of evangelism.  The term ‘liberal’ refers to an approach to Christianity which has traditionally attached a greater degree of provisionality to truth claims and prefers to think of salvation as more akin to a journey of exploration rather than a conversion event.





� It is important to note that although ‘worship’ usually means the act of worshipping – e.g. a Sunday service – for many interviewed, it refers to times of praise and sung worship within a service. 





