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The next chapter in 
your church’s story
Change happens. It can sometimes be exciting, sometimes 
uncomfortable, sometimes even threatening, but it cannot be 
avoided. How can you respond with wisdom to change when it 
affects your church?

Your church came into being in response to the call of God, in 
order to fulfil a mission.

What is your church’s future mission plan?

These cards are designed to help your church community 
think through what God is calling it to be. How can it fulfil 
its role as the community within, and around, the church 
changes?
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Churches around the Connexion provide examples of positive 
and creative ways of dealing with changes in circumstances.

  Buildings can be renewed to be made fit for purpose.

  Congregations can flourish without buildings.

  Local churches can be revived – even when it was 
presumed they were nearing the end of their lives.

  Congregations can be released from the burden of 
property and finance by becoming a ‘class’.

  Finances can be released to resource new or existing 
mission.

What is the next chapter in your church’s story?
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Difficult conversations
The starting point has to be an open and honest conversation 
about your church. Even if this is a painful conversation it 
should not be avoided. This pack contains a variety of tools to 
facilitate conversation. You could use these to start to explore 
where you are as a church.

Things to consider:

  It is often easier for someone without a pastoral link to 
a church to ask the more difficult questions. Find an 
external facilitator(s) – perhaps through partnering with 
another church – to support activities where the growth 
or legacy plan is discussed.

  Make sure no one voice dominates a conversation. There 
are many creative techniques to help with this (see Card 
3B for resources that might help).

  How will you involve everyone – all ages, housebound 
congregation members and those who engage with the 
church outside of regular worship?

  Seek help from the Methodist Learning Network or (if 
you have one) your district officer responsible for mission.
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Further resources
The following resources from www.methodist.org.uk have helpful 
sections on facilitation:

  Voice activated: written as a way of capturing the learning of the 
Youth Participation Strategy, but useful for every context, Section 4 
in particular contains lots of creative facilitation techniques:  
www.methodist.org.uk/voiceactivated

  Positive working together: in the ‘ministers and office holders’ 
section of the website, these pages contain many resources to help 
transform conflict and promote good conversations:  
www.methodist.org.uk/positiveworkingtogether

  Talking of marriage and relationships: the additional resources 
include several good suggestions for creative facilitation and things 
to consider when trying to involve everyone:  
www.methodist.org.uk/mandr/

  Supporting local ministry: lots of great advice, particularly 
resources to help discern mission and ministry needs:  
www.methodist.org.uk/supportinglocalministry

Another helpful resource:

  Creating great conversations: this set of cards, which uses an 
appreciative inquiry approach, is a useful tool for enhancing group 
communication. Available from: www.appreciatingpeople.co.uk

Remember: Not everyone likes to share opinions vocally – find ways to gather 
opinions that include written, or even drawn, responses.
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Using the cards
These cards are designed to be used by a facilitator – perhaps a 
presbyter, deacon, local leader or external mentor – working with a 
church to reflect on its future direction.

As the facilitator, spend some time looking over the cards to become 
familiar with them. Choose cards that will help you to engage with the 
church with which you are working. Plan how you might use them.

The cards are designed to be used for a half-day event, but could also be 
adapted for a series of evening events or other settings (such as café style 
worship or as part of a regular service). Strive to attract as many people 
as possible to the event. The more voices involved, the better. 

Some of the cards are introductory (Prayer, Responding to ‘Our Calling’ 
and Life cycle of a church – Cards 5-7), the rest of the cards (all of the 
‘Toolkit’ – Cards 8-18) divide into two categories:

  exploratory cards are for churches beginning to think about future 
changes

  developmental cards are for churches wishing to plan concretely 
for future changes.

You should decide where your focus will be when planning for the event.

Feel free to adapt and use the cards in whatever way works best for your 
situation; one suggested running order is offered on Card 4B.
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How to use these cards:  
suggested order
Begin the session with prayer (using Card 5A).

Reflect on how Our Calling relates to your church  
(using Card 6).

(You may also wish to reflect on ‘The next chapter in your 
church’s story’ and the examples on Cards 2A and 2B).

Discuss where your church is situated in its life cycle (using 
Cards 7A and 7B).

Choose cards from the Toolkit:

  churches beginning to think about future changes should 
start with one of the exploratory exercises

  churches wishing to begin planning for change should 
select a developmental exercise.

(You are completely free to plan the length and number of 
sessions. Select any exercises on these cards which suit your 
purposes.)
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Prayer
An important place to begin…

As you seek to understand the future that God wishes for a 
church or congregation, it’s important to start with prayer.

Some prayer ideas:

  Write a prayer or a series of prayers for people to use at 
home, or to be read at or before church services every 
Sunday.

  Actively encourage church members to talk honestly 
about what they think God might be saying to the church. 
Pray together about this.

  Open a prayer room or a regular prayer station.

  Add a list of prayer points to church notices.

  Hold a prayer event at your church, specifically focused 
on discerning God’s call for your church.

  Allocate a day for prayer and exploring vision, perhaps 
with a lunch.
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More prayer ideas:

  Make sure you involve house-bound members in praying.

  Commit to a regular prayer walk around your area; or 
find another way to pray outside your church for the 
community your church was called to serve.

For further ideas on prayer, look at these websites:
www.methodist.org.uk/our-faith/prayer/
www.24-7prayer.com
www.prayerspacesinschools.com

The Prayer of Good Courage

Lord God, you have called your servants to ventures of which 
we cannot see the ending, by paths as yet untrodden, through 
perils unknown. Give us faith to go out with good courage, not 
knowing where we go, but only that your hand is leading us 
and your love supporting us, through Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen.

From Lutheran Book of Worship, copyright © 1978 Lutheran Book of Worship admin. Augsburg 
Fortress. Reproduced by permission.
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Responding to ‘Our Calling’
How does your church express the calling of the Methodist Church 
to respond to the gospel of God’s love in Christ and to live out its 
discipleship in worship and mission – through Worship, Learning and 
Caring, Service and Evangelism?

Take some time to explore two or three questions related to each of the 
four areas of Our Calling.

Worship
The Church exists to increase awareness of God’s presence and to 
celebrate God’s love.

  In our church what helps us to centre our worship in God?

  Where and when do we feel God’s presence in worship in  
our church?

  How do visitors experience our worship?

Learning and Caring
The Church exists to help people to grow and to learn as Christians, 
through mutual support and care.

  What church activities help us most to deepen our faith in God?

  How effective are our small groups in linking faith to everyday life?

  What makes it easy for people to join us?
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Service
The Church exists to be a good neighbour to people in need and to 
challenge injustice.

  How are we involved in service to the community?

  How do we give attention to the moral issues raised by daily work?

  How do we use our premises and money in serving the 
community?

Evangelism
The Church exists to make more followers of Jesus Christ.

  Do we have a clear message that is meaningful to those outside  
the Church?

  What attracts people to the Christian faith?

  In what ways are we as a church reaching out in evangelism to 
those outside the Church?
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Life cycle of a church
Churches have life cycles, just as people do. Often a time of 
growth occurs after a church is founded or established; at 
times churches will thrive.

But there will also be times when the life of the church begins 
to wane. Churches can reach a point where they struggle to 
exist; may even close. At such times, churches can explore 
ways to revive their life, and green shoots can again appear.

Draw the diagram of the life cycle of a church from Card 7B 
on a large piece of paper, and ask people if they can think of 
times in the life of the church that seem to match the various 
phases.

  How much of the church’s life have people seen?

  How much of the church’s story do people know?

  Where do they feel the church is now on the life cycle 
diagram? Take some time to discuss this.

  What opportunities and challenges does that present?
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future of your church
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Techniques to stimulate 
discussion
These two methods might help to stimulate discussion about 
the questions on Card 10. It may also be helpful to use them 
with some of the other exercises in this pack.

Paperclips

  Write each question on a separate piece of paper or card.

  Provide everyone with three paperclips (or coloured dot 
stickers).

  Give everyone time to read the questions.

  Invite them to attach their paperclips to the three 
questions they would like to explore as a group.

The question with the most paperclips becomes the starting 
point for the group discussion.

This process enables the most relevant questions to be chosen 
by the group rather than the facilitator.
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Round-table discussions

  Write each question on a separate card and spread these 
randomly on a table.

  Ask each member of the group to pick up a card and read 
it aloud.

  The reader can then choose to answer the question or 
pass it on to someone else.

Depending on group size there could be several tables and 
discussions going on at the same time, or there could be 
conversations just in twos or threes.

The important thing is to get people talking, not necessarily to 
feed back what everyone has said.

This could be a really positive opportunity to invite the wider 
church to come together to just start talking honestly about the 
future, perhaps when sharing food together.
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Questions to stimulate 
thinking
Here are some questions which might help to start people 
thinking and talking about the future of your church. Choose 
the questions you think will best encourage conversation – or 
use others of your own.

(You may also wish to use one of the techniques on Card 9 to 
stimulate conversation.)

  What would you do if your church burned down tonight?

  If you were given a large pot of money which had to be 
used for mission, how would you spend it?

  What would you like your church’s legacy to be?

  What are the great things your church has done in the 
past?

  What are the best things that your church is doing now?

  What excites you about your church’s future?

  What would growth of your church look like?
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More questions
  What would you love to see your church do?

  If only one of the things your church does now was able 
to continue, what would you choose to keep? Why?

  How does it feel to consider the prospect of your church 
growing and welcoming new people?

  What factors might make running your church difficult 
in the future?

  How would it feel to consider the prospect of your church 
having to close?

  What future could you imagine for your church if it 
became no longer viable in its present form (in terms of 
attendance or buildings)?
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What is your church’s 
story?
Ask everyone present to form a line across the room, with the person 
who has been part of the church for longest at one end, and the newest 
at the other. It will be necessary to talk to each other to get the order 
right. If people are less mobile, do this around a table, with symbols 
representing each person placed on a line drawn on a flip chart.

Ask people to talk about their earliest memories of the church, and the 
changes they’ve seen in the time they’ve been there. These could be 
recorded on a separate flip chart sheet. The aim of this exercise is to show 
that everyone has a story about the church and that change is nothing 
new.

All these memories make up the wider story of the church – they are part 
of it. This is living heritage.

These stories also illustrate how much or how little the church building is 
part of the story. How much do people know about this history of their 
church? Even modern church buildings often have a story that pre-dates 
the current building.

  How does the story of your church overlap with the story of the  
local area?

  How has your church shaped the local community?
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The story of your church’s activity in the local community is an important part 
of its heritage.

How could you tell this story? Good starting questions can be:

  When was it built? Are there any foundation or date stones? Are there 
names?

  Are there any plaques, pictures, windows in memory of individuals?

  Do you know what records the church has and where they are?

  Are there any photos, old booklets, papers and so on about the church’s 
story that members have in their homes?

Questions for more detailed research could include:

  Were there other churches nearby that merged with this one?

  Was there another building on the site before this one, or did it replace 
one nearby?

  Why was it built there? What was the mission need then? What did the 
church do?

  Was there a particular person or family associated with its story?  
A famous member?

  Was there a dominant employer or industry in the area? Was this where 
church members worked?

  Did the employers worship here too? Were they benefactors?

The reason for asking these questions is to start unearthing stories shared with 
the wider community. This could unlock an opportunity for engagement with 
local people who might not otherwise have any connection with your church.

Could a research project with a school or local/family history society be another 
way to reach new people?

11b



Getting our compass 
bearings
Step 1. Starting the conversation
With everyone sitting in a large circle, ask each person:

  Tell me about your church.
  What are the best bits?
  What gives you a sense of personal satisfaction?
  Are there things about it which you feel less comfortable with?
  Are there things you would wish to change?

Step 2. Treasure, Trouble, Potential, Puzzle
Move the chairs to the edges of the room to allow the group plenty of 
space to move about. Place four people at four ‘compass points’ in the 
room and give each one a sheet of paper and some pens to make an 
improvised sign for one of the following (each person is allocated a 
different word):

  Treasure
  Trouble
  Potential
  Puzzle

Note: signs could also be made in advance.
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Step 3. Moving around the compass
Choose one of the subjects raised during Step 1 and ask the person 
who raised it where on the compass they would place that issue. Is it a 
treasure, trouble, potential or puzzle? Encourage them to move towards 
the compass point that they feel fits best, and explain why they chose it.

Then ask the others in the group to move the individual representing 
that particular issue around the ‘compass’, encouraging a debate about 
why they think they might be best placed elsewhere. Make a big fuss of 
deliberately moving the person in the directions suggested. When a final 
compass point is chosen, repeat this exercise with another person and 
subject.

Note: It is not where people eventually end up that matters! The 
important thing is that, in the discussion, the strengths and the value of 
the subject are highlighted, and new approaches are generated. Negative 
positions are counteracted by positive arguments.

An alternative approach: If working in a limited space, or with people 
who are less mobile, this could be a table-top activity. Use a cuddly toy, or 
similar item, pick a subject and then take turns to move the item towards 
an appropriate compass point, marked on the table, explaining your 
reasons as you do so.
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Wants and wishes
This quadrilateral is a useful opener to help a group begin to 
think about their church. It encourages people to focus on 
what they really want and don’t want, without judgement.

  On large sheets of paper, draw copies of the quadrilateral 
on Card 13B – enough for one between two.

  Give people, working in pairs, five minutes to write as 
many items as they can think of in each quadrant.

  Then ask each pair to share one item with the larger 
group, one quadrant at a time.

Everybody, whatever their age, level of involvement or 
attendance, should be included. 

The answers can be written up anonymously so everyone can 
see the whole group’s thoughts. 

This exercise can be used for whole-church consultations, 
church council meetings or action teams.
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Wants and wishes grid

What we have that we  
want to keep

What we don’t have that we  
wish we had

What we have that we  
don’t want

What we don’t have  
and don’t want



Building a new story 
for your church
Preparation and structure

Note: This exercise requires the use of Cards 14 and 15.

The aim of the exercise is to fill in the four sheets of paper represented  
on Card 14B.

Write each of the headings on Card 14B on large sheets of paper and 
attach these to a wall or a board so that the whole group can see them. 
Mark them as a, b, c and d as on Card 14B.

In order to complete this exercise, people will be asked:

  to work in pairs initially;

  to join with another pair to work in fours;

  then, finally, to get together as a whole group to arrive at a 
conclusion.

The essential part of this exercise is to capture the ideas and insights 
which come out of the discussions (in pairs, fours and the whole group). 
While working in pairs and fours, write down everything that comes out 
of the discussions. These notes will be needed to fill in the details on each 
of the four sheets when the full group comes together.
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Building a new story for our church

14b

(a) The first chapter of our 
story is about all that we are 

doing well:

(b) From all our dreams,  
the next chapter of our 
church will be about:

(c) To help us write this 
story, we have these people, 
with these gifts and talents, 

and these resources:

(d) To complete this story we 
will need to let go of these 

things which we have, or are 
doing at present:



The new story
In pairs, explore together the ways in which you are doing well as a church. You 
might find the following questions helpful (although there are likely to be other 
points to consider also):

  What do people in your church do really well together or individually?

  What are the positives about your buildings?

  What do you contribute to the church, personally, that you particularly 
enjoy?

  What do you think other people would say is your most valuable 
contribution? (Partners could answer this last question for each other.)

The pairs should then join in groups of four. Ask members of each pair to report 
the highlights of what their partners said. Then take time to dream how you 
might build on the strengths which you have identified. The following questions 
may be helpful:

  What are the opportunities that come from your gifts and talents?

  How might you build on the strengths of what is already happening in 
the church?

  Could you bring in other people who might have something to 
contribute?

  Are there other ways of achieving what may need to be done?

  Who might benefit from changes which could be made?

Remember to write down everything that has been said, and underline anything 
that might be particularly achievable.
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Still working in fours, consider the things you might need to let go of in  
your church.

  What are the best bits which you really want to keep hold of?

  Which things are getting difficult to hold on to, or to do well?

  Are there any other things that you are unsure about in the life of  
your church?

Now, as a whole group, share the significant points from the conversations 
which you have had. Write these points down on the chart sheet (a).

  What are the good things about your church at present?

  What is going well?

  What do you need to keep?

After you have entered all things on sheet (a), go to sheet (b) and write down 
your image of the future that you envision for your church.

Take a moment to celebrate the potential you see for your church, and perhaps 
offer it to God in prayer.

Then consider who and what you need to make these dreams a reality by 
completing the sheets (c) and (d).
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Church future planning
The following questions are intended to help you plan a nine month 
process for your church.

The guidance on Card 3 will be particularly important for this exercise.

  Why do we exist? (mission)
For example: to be a sign of God’s love in our community.

  How do we live and behave? (values) 
Describe the quality and ethos of our community. 
For example: bold, welcoming, relevant.

  What makes us particular or distinctive? (vision)
For example: evangelism/outreach; clear discipleship pathways; clear leadership 
expectations and direction; starting new churches; inclusivity; worship style.

  How will we engage with the journey? (core discipleship practices)
For example: regular participation in community worship; being part of a weekly 
small group; making a percentage-giving pledge to the mission of the church.

  What will we do to take our church forward? (strategy)
For example: start a new worship community; increase the diversity of our lay 
leadership; engage in community initiatives.

  Who will do what? How? (define the roles)
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  What’s most important now? (choose main objectives for the next 
3, 6 and 9 months) 

Build a timeline for each of these objectives including tasks, dates 
and roles.  

For example:

  Months 1 to 3: Build teams for aspects like prayer, worship, 
children, hospitality, communication, special events and follow-up.

  Months 4 and 5: Develop leadership including team planning and 
coaching for leaders.

  Months 6 to 9: Prepare the ground, for example: preview events 
and services; communication.

  Month 10: Launch the new venture

  What new ways of doing things do we plan to establish?

  How will our faith impact our life outside of the church 
building?

  How will we encourage everyone to share their personal 
experience of the good news of Jesus?

  How do we grow and develop, with more people taking up 
leadership roles?

  How does our worshipping community relate to the wider 
community?

  Follow-up (ongoing), for instance personal contact, discerning 
gifts, developing a longer-term plan.
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Best and worst case futures
This exercise will help you explore, in a group, your current situation as a 
church and the worst and best case scenarios for your future. It will also 
ask you to think about the steps that would need to be taken to get to 
either the worst or best future position.

Note: A diagram illustrating the exercise is shown on Card 18A.

You will need:

  lots of paper hexagons (see Card 18B for a template)

  lots of floor or table space

  bold marker pens and sticky notes.

Step 1. The current situation
Write the word ‘NOW’ in large letters in the centre of one of the 
hexagons. Place this on the floor or table and ask the group to think of 
six short statements that describe your church’s current situation. These 
six statements are each written in one hexagon, which are then placed 
around the original NOW hexagon.

Note: Before beginning Step 1, you might want to split the group into 
pairs and ask them to come up with an ‘elevator pitch’ (something that 
could be shared in the duration of a short ride in a lift) that describes the 
current situation in your church – this might stimulate conversation.
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Scenarios

Step 2. Worst case scenario
Take another hexagon and write ‘WORST’ in its centre. Place this at a 
distance from the NOW  hexagon. Then ask the group to come up with 
another six short statements – this time describing the worst case future 
scenario for your church. Now ask the group to build a single line of 
hexagons from the NOW cluster to the WORST cluster. Each hexagon in 
this line should describe a step in a fictional story of the road to WORST.

Step 3. Best case scenario
Finally, write ‘BEST’ in another hexagon and again place this at a distance 
from the NOW hexagon. The group create six more hexagons, describing 
their ideals for the future of the church, and then place these around 
BEST. As before, the group then create a single line of hexagons from 
NOW to BEST, describing the step-by-step fictional journey the church 
could take to get to that point.

Note: Before beginning Step 3, you might want to take some time to 
imagine the future you hope for. Ask everyone to close their eyes, then 
say: “It’s five years from now and our plans for growth have been a complete 
success. What can we see, hear, smell and feel to tell us that all the work has 
been successful?”
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Step 4. What could stop us?
Initially working in pairs, brainstorm all the obstacles and issues that 
might stop the church from reaching the best case scenario. Write each 
obstacle on a sticky note, then place these on a wall where everyone can 
see. Group similar issues together and remove duplicates.  

Then, as a larger group, discuss how these obstacles can be overcome. 
As you find solutions, remove the sticky notes from the wall.

NOW

BEST

WORST
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Hexagon template


