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Fresh Ways Working Group 2011 Conference Report
Introduction
1. The Blackpool Conference of 2007 affirmed and encouraged the priority of developing fresh ways of being Church and the many and various ways in which this priority is being taken forward in the life of the Connexion. Conference 2009 reaffirmed this for Phase 2 of Fresh Expressions initiative.
2. The Conference directed the Methodist Council to bring annual reports to the Conference from 2008 to 2013 detailing progress made in encouraging the priority of developing fresh ways of being church and with detailed guidance on how this can be further encouraged including any necessary changes to Standing Orders. This is the fourth of these reports.
3. In October 2007 the Methodist Council approved the constitution of a Fresh Ways Working Group to oversee the development of the 2007 resolutions and to produce the annual reports to Conference. The members of the group are: 
The Revd Dr Andrew Wood (Chair), The Revd Stephen Lindridge (Convener), The Revd Ian Bell, Deacon Andrew Carter, The Revd Joanne Cox, The Revd Jenny Ellis, Ms Daniella Fetuga-Joensuu, The Revd Gareth Hill, Mr Sion Rhys Evans, The Revd Dr Peter Phillips, Deacon Ruth Poch, The Revd Andrew Roberts, The Revd Dr Angela Shier-Jones.
Fresh Expressions Team 
4. The work of the Fresh Expressions team continued to grow in 2010/11 across Britain and particularly in Scotland. This year’s statistics for mission showed a much higher return than last year with over 1200 churches involved in some form of fresh expression of church. Thirty percent of these were not on church premises. International work also grew - especially in Canada, the United States, Australia and New Zealand - and it is exciting that other countries want to learn from what is happening in the UK. The 24-7 prayer movement has also joined the initiative as a partner.
5. In December 2010 the annual fresh expressions summit meeting, attended by the President, Vice President, members of both the Connexional and Fresh Expressions teams, Venture FX and practitioners leading Methodist fresh expressions, proved to be very fruitful. The stories told by the practitioners were particularly helpful both for the good news they shared (people coming to faith in Christ, new churches being officially recognised etc.) and the issues they raised (leadership transition, resourcing, presidency at Holy Communion etc). The mutuality of learning between fresh expressions and traditional churches was another striking feature of the gathering.
6. The Fresh Expressions team is giving particular attention to the issues of discipleship and engaging with young adults. In both areas the new monastic stream of fresh expressions is offering valuable wisdom with its insights into community, hospitality and rules of life.
7. A new DVD, expressions: making a difference has been produced featuring new stories, Methodist stories, some updates on previously presented stories and an example of a fresh expression that was in place for a particular time and has now ceased to be.
8. Fresh Expressions training continues to equip lay and ordained people for ministry in a mission shaped church. The one year learning journey, mission shaped ministry (msm), was substantially revised in 2010 and has now been presented in 62 centres across the UK, with over 2150 participants. Methodism is strongly represented across these centres. 
9. FEASTs (Fresh Expressions Area Strategy Teams) are continuing to develop. Last year there were six places around the Connexion which hosted a FEAST. One year on from the launch, there are currently 17 of the 28 places in Great Britain in which Methodists are actively involved in these strategic ecumenical teams encouraging more and better fresh expressions. Many conversations are in the early stages of how best to support these missional initiatives and this figure may well be higher by the time of the Conference. 
10. The good relationships and role of Methodist Evangelism/Mission/Development Enablers, alongside their ecumenical equivalents, has been a key facet to FEASTs finding a fruitful beginning under the proactive support of Chairs, Bishops and Moderators. The geography varies from city focused FEASTs (like Manchester & Sheffield) to county-wide FEASTs (e.g. Devon & Lincolnshire). In many places the ecumenical relationships are complicated and geography overlaps, so it is not as easy to clearly identify one FEAST (e.g. West Yorkshire with Halifax/Huddersfield and Leeds/Bradford), and therefore multiple FEASTs will emerge. 
11. The websites http://www.freshexpressions.org.uk/ and http://www.sharetheguide.org/  offer numerous, stories, resources and information for those seeking to begin or develop a fresh expression.
12. There has been a steep increase in references to Fresh Expressions in all major religious publications and steady growth in secular media coverage (broadcast, print and online) – including The Times, The Guardian and the BBC. Social media are also playing a vital role in communication, with almost 2,000 ‘liking’ us on Facebook and well over 1000 followers on Twitter. 
VentureFX 
13. VentureFX, the connexional pioneering ministries scheme, is a specific approach to establishing fresh expressions of church. It echoes all of the Methodist Church’s priorities but is a clear demonstration of two in particular:
· Developing confidence in evangelism and in the capacity to speak of God and faith in ways that make sense to all involved;
· Encouraging fresh ways of being Church.
14. The scheme focuses on young adults in the missing generation of 20 and 30 year-olds with no current engagement with Christian faith and no church connection. VentureFX pioneers are offering the invitation to become a disciple of Jesus in a way which relates best to this cultural context and to allow church to develop there, naturally and appropriately. 

15. Since its launch in September 2009, the scheme has established 7 of the 20 projects it was asked to form.  These are:
· A project in Exeter, being led by a pioneer who is a Methodist local preacher and a member of a punk rock band, based in a city-centre punk live music venue.  
· A small community of young adults in Inverness called ‘Reverb’ that is emerging among never-churched young adults.  The VentureFX pioneer is building positive relationships centring on shared worship and a common meal, and a disciplined life based on the Covenant Prayer. 
· Young adults in Sheffield with no Christian commitment are finding expression for their innate spirituality through creative art, led by a pioneer who is himself an artist. 
· A small village on the edge of Cambridge that is home to a disused Methodist Chapel which has now become the focus of a lively partnership of community groups.  In the relaxed environment of the newly-opened coffee shop, the VentureFX pioneer is engaging with the local young adult community and hopes to form a fresh expression of church for them there.
· Hanley, in the Potteries, has a thriving night-life and a pioneer leader there is exploring what discipleship might look like in the context of the night-time economy of a city centre.
· Two pioneers who established a fresh expression of church reaching out to the surfing community in North Cornwall have now become VentureFX pioneers,  developing a new fresh expression further along the coast.  There may be similarities, but the new Christian community will be appropriate for the new location, rather than replicating something else.
· A pioneer in Dartford has been working in a substantial new housing development in the Thames Gateway area for around four years and was co-opted by VentureFX to bring experience and learning to the scheme.  The patient work of listening, praying and discerning the heartbeat of the community has only just recently led to the beginning of a small Christian congregation.
16. VentureFX  is charged not only with establishing these projects but also with helping to initiate pioneer ministry across the Methodist Church, so that the learning and experience being gained can inform future developments.  There are a number of things which are being learned even at this early stage and the following are especially worthy of note:
a. The importance of pioneers being part of a properly resourced and supported network is of fundamental importance. The current pioneers meet monthly as a learning community, engaging in guided theological reflection on their work and sharing peer support.  Alongside a coaching framework and other personalised training opportunities, this enables pioneers to feel part of a movement of people travelling together on a journey of exploration. Some other pioneer ministry initiatives lack this element which is emerging as a distinctive value of the Methodist scheme.
b. The time taken to understand the community in which a pioneer is set is vital and ought not to be rushed. The process of praying, listening and discerning takes time – maybe months, probably years.  Pioneers need to perceive what it means to themselves be a disciple of Jesus in that place, and to listen to the narrative of the community where they are placed. The process of building relationships and engaging in activity with people may take place over a further sustained period of time. It is likely that only after another period of months or years anything resembling ‘church’ may emerge.  If the culture and context is taken seriously this is a lengthy process and is unlikely to produce short-term success, but has the potential to lay a firm foundation upon which Christian community can be built.  This suggests that the Conference was wise to conceive this as a scheme with two phases – five years fully supported, followed by a potential further five years partially supported, so that each new Christian community has the best opportunity to grow to maturity. It also suggests that local projects need to resist the temptation to look for quick results and for visible fruit too early, placing inappropriate and unhelpful expectations on the pioneer and their team.
c. It has become apparent that people who become pioneers are, by nature of their pioneering character, likely to already be involved with some embryonic work in their community. Discernment is needed as to whether they are best encouraged to develop that locally, in a context which they already understand quite well and a culture which they already inhabit, rather than being sent elsewhere to an unfamiliar environment. The varying gifts and character of individuals will influence that process of discernment, but it will be necessary to reflect carefully on the appropriateness of itinerancy in the pursuit of contextually relevant mission.
17. VentureFX represents a wonderfully risk-filled response to the huge challenge of making disciples and forming church among a generation which is increasingly less engaged with Christian faith. But it is a creative and flexible approach that takes seriously the implications of forming new Christian communities that are appropriate for a culture which is changing at a breath-taking pace. Existing forms of church will continue to support those who are able to relate well to their mission and ministry but, alongside these, pioneering ways of being church may well be the only route to engage those who inhabit our post-Christendom world.  VentureFX seeks to be an enthusiastic partner on an exhilarating journey!
Theology in Action
18. In response to the 2010 Conference requests, this year’s report reflects upon two good news stories in greater detail. Theology in action (Praxis) will form the framework for examining these narratives using the four considerations of: mission, context, formation and ecclesiology; which flow out of the working definition of Fresh Expressions. 
	· A fresh expression is a form of church for our changing culture established primarily for the benefit of people who are not yet members of any church.
· It will come into being through principles of listening, service, incarnational mission and making disciples.  
· It will have the potential to become a mature expression of church shaped by the gospel and the enduring marks of the church and for its cultural context.


19. The context for the mission of fresh expressions is connecting and engaging with people who are not or have not been involved with any church. Considering the context of the location and how such initiatives begin or emerge holds valuable insights for the wider church. The very nature of these fresh expressions in doing relevant word/deed evangelism for their context and culture flows into various models of discipleship. The journey and action of making disciples is a formational practice within the community and transforms the church with every new addition. How this practice matures and develops offers insights into the nature of the church and its effect on society.
20. One further observation is that though the following narratives have quite different starting points, it should be recognised that a fresh expression of church may begin or arise from any of the following four aspects: mission, context, formation and or the church’s nature (ecclesiology). 
21. Each story is told and followed by the reflection, ending with questions that can be used to prompt discussion.
	Messy Church in the Loughborough Circuit

 In early 2000, Knightthorpe and Sileby Methodist Churches each began monthly 9.15am services as an ‘experiment’. Now 7 out of 10 churches in the circuit run a Messy or Café Church. Rev Jane Carter explains how it happened:
“The 9.15am, half-hour, informal services were for people of all ages. These went well and new people started coming. The service at Knightthorpe was a lay-led team and the other at Sileby Methodist Church called Arise, was presbyterally led. 
Sileby had coffee afterwards as a ‘bridge’ between the 9.15 regulars and the main congregation. It originally started because of a shortage of people to help at Sunday School; this particular church had a more elderly fellowship and it was very much seen as a new venture. We really hoped that it would attract families who were just hanging on in there at our churches, and something to invite families from the Baptism roll.
That really took off and one of the interesting sidelines was that a number of teenagers, who had never had any involvement with church at all, began to come along on a regular basis. As a result of that we started a youth fellowship.
Following a redevelopment of Sileby Church building, coinciding with the launch of the Fresh Expressions DVD showing Messy Church, the church reviewed what they had been doing and decided to stop the 9.15am service. Quite a few people had said they couldn’t come to them because they were too early on a Sunday so the church relaunched the idea in a different way in the afternoons.
Knightthorpe too reviewed its 9.15 service and with a new presbyter and deacon they began a new style of service. Knightthorpe went for a monthly cafe style service and Sileby became a Messy Church, both starting at 4pm. The format was still very informal with craft, songs, Bible stories, activities, food. These again attracted new participants. 
Others in the circuit started to ask about what was happening at Messy Church in Sileby. From this a circuit team was formed consisting of local preachers and worship leaders to offer to lead a Messy Church within the churches in the circuit, and to help them to start a Messy Church on a regular basis if they so wanted. All circuit staff are actively supportive of this work.
Now 7 of the 10 churches in the circuit run a monthly Messy Church/Cafe Church, all take place at 4pm and all have attracted new members. These are held both in town and rural churches, and one is a Local Ecumenical Partnership (Anglican/Methodist).
The issues some are facing now are: How does the church help the people who come, grow in faith? How do you link them into the wider context of the church, if at all? One church is starting an Emmaus Course and is hoping and praying that members from Messy Church will come to this. 
We have very good links with local schools. Every month the school at Wymeswold puts an invitation containing the Messy Church details into every school bag for the children to take home with them. Messy Church within the churches is providing a wonderful opportunity for churches to invite those on the fringes but needs to look at how people can grow in faith and discipleship. 
After 11 years in this appointment the presbyter will be leaving the Circuit but it’s good to see that there are lay people already coming into leadership of Messy Church in these churches.  Within the circuit they are also encouraging and developing the `pastor in every Church scheme. Three of which are all involved in the leading Messy Church, which will enable this work to continue and grow. 
Although numbers are small at the moment there is real long-term potential for growth and evangelism. At Barrow on Soar they have dropped their 6pm evening service to concentrate on the 4pm Messy Church, and we now get more people coming at 4pm than we had at 6pm.
It has taken time to get things going but it’s very encouraging that a lot of chapels with elderly congregations have seen the vision for this and gone with it.  It’s not only young families who are being drawn in; sometimes grandparents bring their grandchildren and in one area a farmer comes on his own from another village and joins in with the activities. Messy Church is about participation and contribution. The next steps are now looking at the possibility of organising social events for the parents, as there are lots of opportunities out there.” 


Reflection
22. The first thing of note in this narrative is the context behind its inception and establishment. A lack of resources for an existing work of the church, coupled with a positive desire to find an alternative way forward, led to productive action. This it seems was a radical step for the existing church members and no small undertaking. The other contextual observation is about the families that were “just hanging on in there”. This statement perhaps implies dissatisfaction with existing worship or perhaps nothing more than a toleration of it.  If so, this suggests they remain out of faithful commitment of past relationship rather than enthusiasm for what currently exists. This is further endorsed by the comments about the new work being something to invite the Baptism roll to, inferring that this wasn’t the case before. 
23. The second observation from the story is the progressive development in missional activity. The new act of mission focusing on one demographic group -the families (inferring parents with younger children) opened up another new frontier for this church in work with teenagers. The connection with the teens was responded to and a more relevant engagement (a youth fellowship) undertaken. Further on in the narrative this recognition of what God is doing amongst Messy Church spreads to the other churches in the circuit. Seeing what was possible and fruitful, other churches desired to formulate their own changes and see what God would do amongst them too.  Note also the circuit’s strategy to create a team to resource this and operate more as a unit of mission in this work. This emulates the recent conference paper on the Missional Nature of the Circuit (2008). Furthermore the collective active support of the circuit leadership is no small point to note. Circuit leadership being supportive in rhetoric goes only so far, only when proactive action takes place do things begin to make a significant difference.
24. It may be fair to say that, though this narrative is very positive, it has it has taken a decade to spread across the circuit and this fact might suggest that it has not all been plain sailing. Narratives rarely define the struggles, heated debates, difficult meetings, weeks of prayer or tough questions, for which easy answers seem very distant. Patient vision and embedding the values which form the mission are often the fruit of these harder parts afore mentioned. Readers generally want to know three things: What was your context, i.e. where did you start? Does it work? If so how does it work and what resources are required? What insights or lessons learnt might be relevant to their context?
25. The story also notes the changes over time the churches made to be more relevant to the missional growth and a sort of stepping stone of change as their experience, confidence and faith progresses. It is also clear that this journey is not at an end as the questions about deepening discipleship are currently being explored. Furthermore the question of “how does the church help the people who come, grow in faith?” implies an energy of momentum which may not exist in the other regular dimensions of church worship (perhaps if it did the question of ‘how’ might not be being asked) and seeks to find new ways to build on initially good connections with new people. Therefore it is important to note that making good connections, offering a fun quality experience with great community fellowship is excellent but it is not an end in itself. Providing the opportunity for spiritual engagement with the risen Jesus is about patience, gracious intention in a loving community. 
26. The ecclesial question above, about linking to wider context of the church, indicates there are a number of contextual and formational issues between the new people and those well established in Methodism. One may hope as maturity develops, of a defined community sure of itself, stably interacting with other communities of faith.  Messy Church is still very young and growth in confidence and maturity to share faith in relevant ways amongst the people is not a programme but normal and natural relational evangelism. This principle very much relies on the confidence and experience of the members in the community, which naturally takes time to be nurtured.
27. The nature of these Messy Churches is not easy to crystallise down to component parts as many on the teams are already members of other congregations, yet many who come to Messy Church don’t go to the other regular services. Messy Church is not a bridge to another church worship service (e.g. Sunday 10.30am) but exists as a community of faith. This community shares food together and fellowship in worship and is seeking to engage in relevant mission in its context. It is not separate from the circuit but being delivered by the circuit through a team of paid and unpaid people. It demonstrates the classic marks of church even in infancy but clearly speaks of a faith community that risked significant change in order to be faithful to the Gospel and needs of their context.
28. One final note and separate from the story. The Christian Research institute’s latest figures on Messy Church initiatives across the denominations in Great Britain puts a conservative figure of new connections made with unchurched people around the 100,000 mark (Ven. Bob Jackson quoted in the Church of England News).
29. Questions for further reflection or use in small groups:  What encourages you from this story?  What challenges for mission do you see and what might be done to respond to them? What questions do you have from this narrative? Focused Questions – Is Messy Church a full expression and form of church? Can the sacraments form part of this context?
	       The Welcome

After 15 years in the making, The Welcome has become the ‘newest’ church in Methodism. Its current minister, Rev Ben Clowes tells how the project developed in the Alderley Edge and Knutsford Methodist Circuit
“Cheshire is known to be one of the richest and most exclusive areas of the country but it’s a place of extreme contrasts. Around Knutsford we have the Bentley Garage for Manchester, Premier League footballers in £2m homes, charity shops selling Prada and Gucci – and one of the most deprived wards in the Cheshire East.
In the past, the community at Over Ward, Longridge and Shaw Heath missed out on a lot of support and possible grant aid because many charities only look at postcodes when considering applications. As soon as they saw Knutsford, that was the end of it for them.
Reaching out to the community has always been important at Knutsford Methodist Church and a practice supported across the Circuit. The Welcome very much started as one thing and became another. The project’s first deacon began the work initially by walking around the estate, talking to people, getting to know them, finding out what was needed. The call was for second-hand clothing, so that work was begun and facilities provided - usually the boot of her car, for people to bring and buy clothes. It moved on from that, and a lease was sought on what was originally a doctor’s surgery. This became a Christian place to sell clothing and serve coffee. At that time it was called the Over Ward Project (Longridge and Shaw Heath).
By the time the second deacon was appointed the church began to develop. There had always been a Christian ethos of meeting people where they were but increasingly the people themselves began to ask why the church was doing this. As the church grew, the community named the place. They were very clear they wanted it to be called The Welcome.
Through the next phase of leadership a presbyter was appointed and during these three years the church continued to develop and took on a lay manager who started to make further inroads. In time, less clothing was being sold and more coffee was being served and The Welcome started to see the growth of an educational project.
The next stage began with the next presbyter, who saw the acquisition of the lease of the shop next door to The Welcome. This provided space for the cafe and session space for the community. In 2009 The Welcome had a big funding hole but realised that they were giving out such mixed messages when applying for funding. Was The Welcome a café, a business, an educational centre and/or a church? A couple of grants were given to keep things going but work with Manchester CiC (Community in Communities) helped The Welcome begin a new way of doing things.  
By that stage the church had been meeting for 8 to 10 yrs and the questions were starting to be asked by the community as to why The Welcome was not being officially recognised as a church. It was suggested that the best thing to do was to separate the two elements of the centre – the business side of it and the church. A new not-for-profit company called The Welcome CIC (Community Interest Company) will run the now refurbished community centre and the café (probably as the trading arm of a charity).”  
The Welcome Church itself was formally recognised as the newest church in Methodism at a special dedication service in September 2010.  This was a great month having already celebrated the confirmation of two new members. The Welcome now had 16 members and the two most recent additions are dual members – one from Knutsford Methodist Church and the other is our new business manager who is an Anglican. 
Rev Dr Keith Davies, Chair of the Manchester and Stockport Methodist District, conducted the dedication service held jointly at The Welcome and a local community centre. The Welcome style is very hands-on and experiential and the worship is quite distinct but in the end, this was quite a traditional service because The Welcome members said, ‘just because we normally do it differently doesn’t mean we can’t do it the standard way. We are not fixed to one style like some churches are.’
The planning group started to look at liturgies and it seemed to be a contradiction in terms that Methodism was about to celebrate this non-traditional new form of church in a very traditional way. The result was a new form of liturgy, which is available through Faith and Order and has further developed Methodist ecclesiology.
The important thing is that this has come up from the community and is the way this community wants to do church and recognised as such. Their context and culture is very much for the moment. At one stage this community was not ready in any shape or form to become a church but things change. The circuit and local church leadership were ready to help and to react to those changes. 
The first time we met as a church there were about 25 of us and at the special service we had more than 100. The doors don’t open with an expectation that the people to come in, we go where people are. It has been recognised on the Longridge and Shaw Heath estate that nowhere is as busy or well loved as The Welcome.
The former kitchen supervisor now works alongside the current presbyter in the pastoral work and her story reflects the purpose of The Welcome. Five years ago at interview she said, ‘I’m very happy to do the job (of kitchen supervisor) so long as you know I don’t do God.’ She is now a preacher in training and The Welcome’s Senior Steward. The Welcome has been and continues to be a place where God is at work and where people meet with Him daily.  Our prayer is that, even now we are a ‘fully fledged’ church, and held our first ‘Welcome-style’ Church Council, we will continue to listen to God and to follow His lead as we have done for the last fifteen years.


Reflection
30. The seeds of The Welcome begin in the values of the local church and circuit to have an outward focus, release resources for mission and then the ability to listen carefully to the local community and cultural needs. Here is ‘church’ well rooted in its context and offering a practical response to the needs gave the opportunity to develop more than a good social programme. The formational dimensions in terms its leadership are worth reflecting on, considering the succession of ordained ministry that built on past work rather than taking the project in a different direction. This may suggest a leadership team that owned the long-term development, communicated well the vision to any new worker and/or were very intentional about who was invited to carry on this aspect of ministry, i.e. they found the right person for the job at each point of succession.
31. Further reflection highlights ownership by the community, as the indigenous participants chose the name, and more recently the community’s identity was reflected in the liturgy produced for the initiation into the Methodist Connexion. The local culture and context shaped liturgy and practice for the service of worship. This may be illustrated from the strong impression of collaboration with the leadership and participants through the stages of clarifying what exactly The Welcome was and defining its different aspects. 
32. Again, it is worth pondering the persistent and patient nature of this work and what values might underpin its fifteen-year formation.   It is not hard to conclude this is very much relational work in the community for which The Welcome is their focal point. The stages of church development seem to come from the indigenous community and not imposed from the circuit or supporting local church. Is this because the presbyter and local leadership are involved in both and there is a symbiotic relationship? That is, prayer, resources, support flow from the local church; while purpose, mission and the tangible presence of God at work flows from this fresh expression of church in the community. Though we do not have the local Methodist church’s story to compliment and contrast, the inference is not one of comparisons but one of complimentarily. One size clearly does not fit all cultures or contexts.
33. The narrative describes The Welcome as a place of encounter with God outside of the context of the local Methodist church and is illustrated by the kitchen worker’s story. It would seem this mission opportunity has only come about by being present at the heart of a different culture to that of the supporting circuit. Though this story is fifteen years in the making the subtle transformations in the local community have been positively recognized by the local residents and affirmed by recent visit of the local MP.  
34. Questions for further reflection or use in small groups:  What encourages you from this story?  What challenges for mission do you see and what might be done to respond to them?  What questions do you have from this narrative? Focused Question – When do you think The Welcome became a church - At conception? When the community named it as such? When Methodism officially recognised it as such? 

Conference Resolutions
a) The Conference receives the Report. 
b) 
The Conference encourages Districts, Circuits and Churches to use the case studies, reflection and 
     questions as a resource encouraging mission in fresh ways of being Church.
