
Reimagine 2016
Discerning what God is saying to the Methodist Church

1. Introductions

Mark Hammond:

Over these past three days one of the things Michelle and I have learnt is that she and I 
are very different people, with different callings, serving in different contexts.

I am Mark Hammond. I am a Presbyteral Minister, I currently share leadership of a very 
large Methodist Church at the heart of a very well-heeled town called Harpenden in 
Hertfordshire.

It is the first church I’ve ever been in where the people I lead in worship each Sunday 
really do look and sound like the beautiful people on those Alpha videos.

The church I lead has 450 members plus approaching a hundred children, and much of my 
time and energy is taken up with recruiting, leading and supporting a huge team of co-
leaders who include:

- a wonderful Diaconal Colleague;
- five incredible employees;
- and a remarkable army of very eager lay volunteers.

The main problem I currently face is a really good problem to have. We currently have so 
many new people coming across the threshold of the church that in order to deal with them 
we are having to redesign our current systems for welcoming, nurturing, discipling, 
accepting into membership, assessing gifts and deploying them.

  
Michelle Brocklehurst:

I am Michelle Brocklehurst, a deacon serving in the Bury circuit, which is north west of 
Manchester.  My main remit is working with a church in a semi rural setting, trying to find 
ways of connecting with the local community.  Much of what I've learnt at this conference I 
will be taking back to that context.

My other church, which is in a deprived area of the town is closing on Sunday.

Significant to my work here is that it has left Messy Church without a home.  In one of the 
workshops, we talked about “connected spaces” in our community, and we are negotiating 
with the local school and Anglican colleagues to start Messy Church again in the school.

2. Who we are and what we’ve done?

Mark:
My very rough analysis of your application forms suggests that
of the 150 or so of us signed up to be here 70% are Ordained Ministers, including around:
- 14 Superintendents
- 6 Deacons



- 3 Probationers
- and a Pioneer or two.

The lay leaders among us include numerous paid workers in a wide range of different 
ministries, plus a number of office holders, including:
- Circuit Stewards;
- Preachers;
- and administrators  

We have all been well blessed with a good range of wonderful workshops, which were all 
well attended. But the ones at which places were snapped-up quickest were on:
- the ‘Holy Habits’;
- Sustaining leadership for mission;
- Intergenerational church;
- ‘The rooftop’;
- Spirit-led church planting into a dying church;
- Missional Circuits: Reimagining not regrouping;
- Centres of mission and centres of fellowship; and
- Working creatively within Methodist structures.

We have been enabled to encounter God in different styles of worship. We have been led 
by people who are equipped as God’s people to lead different expressions of church in 
many different contexts. We have considered together how to extend God’s kingdom in the 
21st century. And we have also made new friends 
and shared with them our stories, our passions and our frustrations.

Those who have led us in our thinking came here to share  with us
what God had laid on their hearts, but as we have listened and reflected God may have 
spoken something entirely different into our hearts and our contexts. 

Our conversations with many of you over coffee and food and glasses of non-Methodist 
pop suggest to us  that what God is saying to the church is not just one thing. Because 
God appears to be saying a whole range of things.

So we are each going to share what we felt God has been saying to us. And then we are 
going to get you to consider what God has been saying to you.

3. What has God said to Michelle?

I feel that I've been taken on a journey through these last three days and I hope as I reflect 
back to you, you can sense that journey.

I want to start with a Bible text.

John 16
12 “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. 13 When the 
Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, 
but will speak whatever he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come.

These couple of verses have been speaking to me for the last few months. They speak to 
me about God’s spirit which is ahead of us but comes back to us to tell us what (she) has 
seen, yet only tells us as much as we can understand at the time.  



For me I sense that the spirit is taking me/us on a journey.  She is ahead of us and leading 
us on, and our 'role' in this relationship is to listen.
For me that is so powerful, because we are all so busy and focused on trying to discern, 
yet it seems to me that if we just stop for long enough, the answers might just be 
whispered to us.

And I think that's where we started off on Monday with a reminder that we are called and 
invited to stop and listen.
Andrew opened with the question - "what is God doing in your context?" And he invited us 
to learn through our conversations - an invitation to listen, a reminder of the importance of 
listening to each other.

And then in Graham's presentation we heard about how it's in the painful places and times 
that we learn and grow.  And I wonder why this might be.  Is it because that when ministry 
is going well that we tend to be busy, busy, busy and we forget that it's in God's strength 
we do what we do?  We can forget our reliance on God and we can forget to listen to the 
spirit who is ahead of us and coming back to whisper to us.

Yet in the painful places, we are forced to stop and reflect and wonder why this might be, 
how have we ended up here, in these situations, and we turn back to God and listen.  And 
we realise again that God is with us and we take the time to listen and discern.

As we are told in Jeremiah 29:13 - 14
13 When you search for me, you will find me; if you seek me with all your heart, 14 I will let 
you find me, says the Lord,

The workshop that I attended on Monday was about creating learning communities, about 
how we converse with each and listen.

I believe that what God is saying to us that we need to listen and allow God to be 
God.

In Ashley's presentation we heard the stories of five different churches, in very different 
contexts, yet churches that have transformed themselves to serve the context that they 
find themselves in.
What did they have in common?  They formed relationships with their communities, they 
listened to the needs of their communities, they demonstrated a consistent commitment to 
their communities through hard graft over a long time.

Reflections and comments to Ashley from the conference floor spoke of difficulties with 
resourcing this kind of ministry; of lack of resources in terms of finance, time, the fact that 
most of our ordained minsters serve more than one community.  As a church we need to 
look at creative ways of using our resources, of empowering lay leadership in our churches 
and of ways of releasing some of our finances to allow some of this work to happen.

I believe that God is saying to us that we need to form authentic, committed 
relationships with the people and communities that we are seeking to serve.

Then Calvin took us through the 5 missional features of the church in Thessalonica.
The aspect of mission that really struck me is the idea that our mission should be "infused 
by love".



Quoting from 1 Thessalonians 2:8 (NRSV)

8 So deeply do we care for you that we are determined to share with you not only the 
gospel of God but also our own selves, because you have become very dear to us.
Calvin reminded us that It is difficult to overestimate how significant love is for mission,  it 
is not enough to engage in mission because we love God.  We are also to love the people 
we engage in mission.
Jesus says how will they know they are my disciples?  Having love for each other.
There is something really powerfully transformative about love.

I believe that God is asking the church to think about "How do we love our 
communities?”

This is one of the key questions I will be reflecting on as I go back to my own context 
because I am wondering if the way I am going about engaging with the community is 
perhaps not quite the right way.

Rachel picks up on this and deepens our thinking by using Nehemiah as an example and 
the idea that "If the heart isn't right, then nothing else will be."  I’ve just said that I think God 
is asking the church to think about "How do we love our communities?”.  But of equal 
importance is to ask ourselves, "how do they know that we love them?"

God is saying that there needs to be an intention to how we engage and in one of my 
workshops, we were asked, where are our connecting places, where are our wells - the 
places we go to naturally to do our hobbies.  They are probably the places where we are 
our most authentic selves.  Rachel talked about how most people come to know Jesus 
through their friends. 

I believe that God is saying we need to be intentional in our relationships with 
others.

Four words that I will take away to think about - listening, community, love and 
intention.  I feel God saying something to me/to us in the weave and play and the 
tension between these words.

We sang last night in The Creed - I believe in the holy church.  I believe that God 
believes in his holy church and that he hasn't finished with us yet!



4. What has God said to Mark?

During the these three days I kept being drawn back to Graham Horsley’s opening keynote 
address.  At the very start of our time together Graham pointed out that the problem with a 
conference like this is that it gives us all the latest crazes and new programme ideas that 
then so easily become excuses for our not relating to God.   

As a pragmatic completer-finisher who has a tendency to worry far too much about getting 
the job done, I really did need to be reminded that: My identity - who I am in God - comes 
way before what God wants me to do. 

As we sang last night, our primary identity is this: We are loved by Him - that’s who we are; 
We are God’s children, loved by our Father - that’s who we are. 

So the main thing that I am returning home with is not fresh vision, nor a new strategy, nor 
even a clearer idea of what I am meant to be doing when I wake up tomorrow morning. 
Instead I am taking back home with me a renewed desire and determination to keep 
rekindling my first love for God.

It seems that God is really not concerned with precisely how we are to do it, but he is 
calling those of us who lead in the church to better enable more people to have a 
transformative encounter with him. And leading others anywhere generally involves the 
leader getting there first. Those I am called to lead are unlikely to seek first God’s kingdom 
if I am not modelling that.

So if this is what God is saying, not just to me but to the church, then it really does not 
surprise me that the most over-subscribed workshop was Andrew Roberts’ Holy Habits. 
God is calling us back to those “means of grace”  that John Wesley spoke of. God is 
calling us to pursue him relentlessly by continually putting ourselves within those places 
and practices where God’s people have repeatedly entered into an encounter with him. 

Reading Andrew’s Holy Habits book is prompting me to go back home and lift off my book 
shelf not my usual reading on strategy, leadership and church renewal, but those classic 
texts that first deepened my walk with God: Richard Foster’s Celebration of Discipline, 
Thomas a Kempis Imitation of Christ, and Brother Lawrence’s Practicing the Presence, 
and a whole host of other devotional books that have for all too long been gathering dust. 

Those who have led us in worship here have provided for us many “means of grace”. 
Through the variety of worship laid on for us here I have had to start reimagining the 
inherited ways and habits by which I tend to connect with God, as well as the very limited 
ways by which I enable others to connect with God.

From the very start my personal comfort zone was stretched in one direction by 
the contemporary gospel music of John Fisher and the IDMC; There is no 
denying it: I am a self-conscious rhythmically challenged white man, and yet as 
John led us in worship I actually caught himself swaying in worship and even 
applauding God.

Then later my comfort zone was stretched in quite another direction by the 
meditative evening worship led by Rick Stott and his ringing bowl.



Sitting in silence before God really does not come naturally to me, but I felt God saying 
“Reimagine: Stop placing limits on me. Keep pushing that envelope.”   So on Tuesday 
morning I found myself in the chapel being led by Jenny Ellis into what felt like the longest 
silence of my life.  And I saw in those for whom this practice is clearly quite normal a peace 
and trust in God’s presence that I really want for myself.

During the final worship yesterday, in which the humungous SwanBank band took me back 
into my own comfort zone, Ashley Cooper had us sharing our stories of faith, and said that 
the personal stories of our encounters with God are among the most valuable things we 
possess. Yet again I heard God saying to us: All your latest strategies and programmes
for making and nurturing disciples of Christ will be pretty pointless if you are not, 
yourselves, prioritising your own walk with Christ.

As Graham Horsley had already put it, the Holy Spirit is saying: ‘You don’t need activity, 
you need me.’  Ashley encouraged us to tell our personal stories of faith. We didn’t just talk 
about doing that; we actually turned to our neighbour and shared how we had encountered 
God. 

And being here at Swanwick triggered in me a flashback to February 2009. In February 
2009 many of us were gathered in this same place for a conference called Holiness and 
Risk. On the first night, a group of us went down to the local pub. We were all Presbyters 
who had spent the day considering God’s call to risky holiness. We began sharing with 
each other the stories of our most powerful encounters with God. In many cases the 
testimonies we shared on that night were decades old. And yet in each case we spoke of 
the massive transformative power of those distant personal encounters with God that 
years later were still sustaining us in ministry.

What my friends and I felt here back in 2009 I feel again here in 2016. Many of us have 
for a long time been fuelled for ministry by powerful encounters with God that are now 
ancient history. I feel God is saying to us: ‘What you need most of all is not a fresh 
expression of church nor a fresh expression of worship. You need a fresh experience of 
me!’ That I think is also what God is saying to the Methodist Church as a whole: ‘You need 
a powerful new experience of me.’So just do what ever it takes to prioritise your pursuit of 
me!


