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Our Theological Foundations
1. In his grace, God invites us to participate in his mission to a broken world.  But mission is a slippery word!  Every church operates with its own understanding of mission, and just what it means for her to obey the call of Jesus.  A recent helpful suggestion is that of missiologist Chris Wright, who describes mission as

our committed participation as God’s people, at God’s invitation and command, in God’s own mission within the history of God’s world for the redemption of God’s creation.

2. A more Trinitarian vision would see mission as the overflowing of the Trinity, through the church, to embrace and bless the world, drawing the whole creation into the vibrant life and joy of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 

3. That’s the big picture.  But just what does that look like?  We have broadly united around the “Five Marks of Mission”, commended by the 1988 Lambeth Conference:
i. To proclaim the good news of the kingdom 

ii. To teach, baptise and nurture new believers 

iii. To respond to human needs by loving service 

iv. To seek to transform unjust structures of society 

v. To strive to safeguard the integrity of creation, to sustain and renew the life of the earth 

4. These definitions and marks of mission suggest at least an outline of what mission means for us as a Deanery.  As a group we have found them a helpful foundation.
Our Task

5. The task we were given was this: 

To conduct research across the parishes 

· to determine how parishes are engaging in mission; 

· what resources are needed to develop this work; and also 

· to identify potential Deanery wide or cluster mission initiatives.
Our Method

6. We met on three occasions at various locations: from rural Oxspring to inner city Pitsmoor.  The group was made up of members from a variety of parishes, both in terms of church tradition and social context, with 2 clergy members and 8 lay members (see Appendix 1).  We were on one occasion grateful for the presence of Canon Sue Hope, who acted as a consultant.  All our meetings were times of good, open discussion and real Christian partnership.  We have learnt from and been richly encouraged by each other.  We offer this report with the prayer that it will encourage a similar openness and partnership, even if difficult decisions lie ahead.
7. We conducted our research across all our parishes by way of a questionnaire.  We are very grateful that all parishes responded to this in quite a tight timescale.  The questionnaire and the responses to it can be found in Appendix 2 to this report.  What follows are our reflections on the responses to the questionnaire in the light of (a) our theological understanding of mission and (b) the particular challenges facing our Deanery.  We then outline some practical suggestions and questions.  These conclusions, and this report, are the unanimous views of our group.
Mission: What We Found

8. Responses to our questionnaire revealed a mixed picture of mission across the Deanery, and in particular: 

· Our contexts are very different.  The social make-up of our 17 parishes is very mixed: 2 rural parishes; 10 UPA or areas with significant deprivation; 5 suburban (former village/semi-rural).  Some are very multi-ethnic; several have very strongly white, traditional populations.
· But there were common themes: most see themselves as working class (even the rural/suburban parishes); and mention was repeatedly made of the needs of the elderly and the young.
· There are some wonderful examples of mission going on: open air carol singing; Christingle Servies; a cell group in a pub; open air walks; door-to-door visitation; the Jesus video; the Start! course; a Community Art project; a community café; housebound member holding informal prayer meetings in hospital; children’s clubs; Family Services (Sundays & midweek); youth projects; even a junior rock group!
· Our congregation sizes (usual Sunday attendance) vary enormously:
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· Statistics are not easy to interpret, and not all parishes seem to report to the Diocese (or even to our questionnaire).  So it is hard to reach any firm conclusions.  There was good news – a good proportion of our churches seem to have grown or stayed the same.  Reviewing attendances in 2003 and 2007, 11 churches could be compared.  Of those, 3 had grown; 3 stayed about the same; 5 had declined.  

· Yet the overall picture is sad.  In the 11 parishes mentioned, in 2003, 825 adults attended church on a Sunday.  By 2007, the overall figure was 723.  Any growth we are seeing still lags behind the numbers we are losing, leading to a continuing net decline – of a high proportion in just a few years. 

· Across the Deanery, churches are seeing people come to faith for the first time.  The overall picture is encouraging - 140 in 5 years.  This hides a patchy situation on the ground: while six parishes saw double figure growth in those years, 4 saw less than 3 people in 5 years.  One parish was honest enough to say “we don’t have new believers”.  There is no necessary link between size of congregation and the number of new believers welcomed into that church.
· The importance of enquirers/catechetical groups: courses such as Alpha, confirmation courses, Start!, and Christianity Explored.  Interestingly the “official” Church House Publishing course (Emmaus) found no mention at all.

· There is an amazing amount of practical service going on: divorced, elderly, young, bereaved, victims of domestic violence, asylum seekers, prostitutes, Alzheimers’ sufferers – we therefore have great expertise across the Deanery.

· There is a heavy stress on a “come to us” form of mission – for many churches, the main place for their proclamation of the gospel is Sunday services.  How wise this is in an area and an era where most of the population have little or no contact with church seems a big question.
· In the same way, in most parishes, mission seems heavily clerical; we saw little (explicit) emphasis on equipping the laity to be witnesses in their homes and workplaces.

· As might be expected, there are a variety of understandings of mission in parishes, but several would appreciate or benefit from teaching, support and a listening ear to help them develop their expression of mission. 

· A real concern was that there seems to be almost no support of global evangelistic outreach (mission agencies mentioned focus on physical need & poverty).
· There is much useful information in questionnaire about resources and expertise parishes can offer.  
· Time and again parishes voiced the plea for support with youth work.  
· There seems a degree of support for the use of Deanery Development workers: the majority of parishes (8) would use them; 3 were unsure; 2 said No.  Several said they could use a youth worker.

· We found little evidence of parishes working in clusters. Only one such partnership was mentioned: the Parson Cross collaboration.

9. We also obtained information from Church House about the financing of mission in the Deanery.  This revealed that:

· Only 5 parishes cover their clergy costs (£45,000p.a.); those 5 only produce a total surplus of £35,000.  6 parishes cover less than a quarter of the costs of a clergyperson.
· If we have a full complement of clergy, 12 parishes will be subsidised by the rest of the Diocese.  Is this a good sign of Christian charity?  Or an indicator of parishes not taking responsibility for their own mission, relying on someone else to pay?

10. Finally, we noted the responses of parishes when asked about the role of clergy in mission, and the effects were they to lose their clergy.  This suggested:
· Clergy are absolutely key to mission leadership.  Without them, as one parish very honestly said, it’s “game over” – 10 parishes expressed serious concerns if none; only 2 were positive (and both of them are in what have been short interregna).
· For the mission of the church to develop, a church needs clergy leadership.  If clergy are reduced from 17 to 11, then it is likely that decline will follow, and mission in those parishes will largely cease.

· In the short-term, careful clergy deployment is key to the development of mission.  In the longer-term, there is a need to develop the gifts of lay people, imparting a vision and confidence to lead their churches in mission.    

Mission: Pressures and Opportunities
11. In common with parishes across our Diocese, we face a squeeze on resources, in particular:

· Large reductions in clergy numbers: projected to fall from 17 to maybe 11 in the next few years.  Unfortunately the Diocese has given little firm guidance on this, and has refused to identify a figure we can work towards.  
· Large reductions in reader numbers.  We do not have the figures, but Ian Watson, Assistant Warden of Readers, has warned us very clearly of the increasing age of most Readers in the Deanery.  
· The sheer number of parishes unable to meet their own clergy costs – we have already indicated how few are able to do so in our own Deanery.

· The increasing burden of caring for church buildings: from Wordsworth Avenue at one end of the spectrum to Bradfield or Ecclesfield on the other.

· The crying need to reach the younger generation: from children through to young adults in their 20s and 30s.  This challenge surfaced time and again in the responses to our questionnaire.

12. While some talk of “releasing the laity”, in many (?most) parishes we sense a small number of loyal people working very hard, but with little surplus energy.

13. The danger for mission is that these pressures draw us like a magnet.  All the energy is taken by maintenance.  We are so pulled towards them, that we lose sight of mission, and that gets put on the backburner.  Of course there are situations where, as one of our group put it, “maintenance is mission”.  The ongoing existence and worship of a church can in itself be a significant witness.  But so often simply keeping the show on the road pushes mission off the agenda.
14. For all this, there remain many opportunities for mission in our communities.  Responses to the questionnaire were a powerful testimony to the continuing power of the gospel to transform individuals and groups and to give real hope.  

15. More than this, our loyalty to Christ means that we can never allow maintenance of an institution or building override our concern for those in spiritual or physical need.  Jesus’ harshest words were often for the religious who had upside-down priorities: observing the letter of the law and neglecting the weightier matters of kindness and justice.

16. In order to keep mission as a priority, we must take active steps to address the pressures towards focus on maintenance.

Mission: where next?
17. Having reviewed the responses to our questionnaire, our financial situation and the wider pressures and opportunities that face us, we are particularly concerned about the following issues:

· Unknown, neglected expertise: across the Deanery there is a wealth of experience and expertise in mission which is often unknown and could be more widely shared.  Not only the questionnaire, but our own meetings, showed that this is an opportunity we are largely wasting at the moment.

· Clergy – key and yet uncertain: The current model of mission that seems most widespread involves clergy as the key initiators and leaders of mission.  Yet at the same time there is a vague, unspecified threat in the background that clergy numbers need to be cut.  

· Laity – our forgotten force?  Linked to this, our clerical bias means that much of the time we fail to use and develop the laity as leaders and planners of mission.

· An outmoded approach: The overall pattern of decline in regular churchgoing causes us much sadness.  It suggests the “come to us” model of mission is failing to engage most people in our communities.
· Lack of resources:  The lack of finance and personnel in some parishes suggests that some need a new beginning in mission.  That would involve closing some much-loved places of worship and redeployment of clergy.  Or put differently: we suggest there should be a pruning, to lead to new growth.  This will be painful, but could also involve the excitement of new life.

· An urgency to the task: not only the future prospects for clergy and reader numbers, but also the rapid decline of some of our congregations means any remedial action needs urgent attention.  

18. We have been asked to identify Deanery resources and initiatives which will help mission to continue and develop.  So in the paragraphs that follow, we try to suggest some practical ways in which the concerns we have identified – particularly in the preceding paragraph – might be addressed.

19. There seem to be four main ways of approaching the situation we face as a Deanery (though some of these are overlapping rather than mutually exclusive):
1 Do nothing: carry on as we are, and simply see parishes without clergy, foundering or limping on as best they can - on the basis folks are too busy/unwilling/simply without enough energy to engage with other parishes/the Deanery.  

We do not support this approach at all.  It is a counsel of despair.

2 Deanery-wide initiatives: such as appointing a Deanery Mission Development Worker (perhaps tied to a part-time parish appointment) to train and encourage parishes in mission; and better sharing of information & resources.

The proposal of Deanery Development Workers enjoys some support across our parishes, though it may only be a shorter-term strategy.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that part-time posts can be the worst of both worlds: the clergy concerned end up trying to juggle what are really two full-time jobs.

The sharing of information and experience which has been a real benefit of our working group could be greatly strengthened by (a) the creation and maintenance of a Deanery directory of resources and contacts (the responses to our questionnaire might be a good place to start); and (b) regular opportunities for mission experience and resources to be shared across the Deanery.

3 Splitting the Deanery into clusters: encouraging every parish to become part of a cluster (collaborative group of parishes), thus creating a series of local networks for mission and ministry.

This is already happening already in one area, with some real success.  It has clear benefits, and will be the way forward for some parishes.  

Yet we see limitations to it as a “one size fits all” solution, for example:
· Without strong mission-focussed leadership, developing such partnerships can re-direct spare energy from mission to what is arguably a maintenance focus.

· It could preserve existing structures: i.e. large parishes with small congregations and barely viable buildings, without addressing any underlying issues (e.g. Should there still be a separate parish/building here at all?)

· It requires a degree of geographical/social integrity to a cluster which does not not exist in every area.

· Some churches may look more naturally and effectively to collaboration with other denominations within their area than a sister Anglican parish.

4 Deanery re-structuring: as part of a Mission Plan embracing a variety of ways to strengthen mission.  Such a plan would identify

a) The parishes struggling the most in mission: to explore how they can move forward by 

i) clustering with others, sharing resources and even buildings; and in some cases
ii) closing buildings and re-locating congregations or closer working/uniting with another benefice.
b) The parishes with the greatest mission potential: to explore how to provide them with further resources in terms of personnel (clergy, evangelists) and physical resources (building improvements) for growth, so that in the long term they become better supporters of others.

c) Those parishes that are engaged in fruitful mission which need little in the way of formal re-structuring, and encouraging them to continue their good work.

We do not believe that some parishes are likely to be able to continue as effective mission communities in the foreseeable future – the congregations in them are simply too small and face too many challenges.  This is not a judgment on their faith or the real value of their presence.  
Added to this is a serious challenge to us over the stewardship of others’ resources.  At present we are largely a “net recipient” of mission funding.  While some of this reflects the principle of the strong supporting the weak, there is a danger of particular parishes not taking responsibility for their own mission and ministry or of maintaining a form of ministry that is no longer viable.
This forces us to ask: is it right for some smaller congregations to have a full-time minister?  Should some congregations not be encouraged to join in with other local churches?

We believe a more loving and strategic approach for such parishes is to help them towards re-structuring as a matter of urgency.  This could be an exciting opportunity for such parishes to have a new beginning in their life and witness.  If parishes are to make this journey, they will need those who will walk alongside them, giving sensitive support and clear leaderships.
Alongside this, we note that in many church plants – and indeed in one parish in our Deanery - there is a higher concentration of full-time staff than the one-clergy-per-parish model.  This allows much more effective and creative mission.  We wonder if rather than spreading out the clergy as thinly as possible, we should not explore the possibility of concentrating full-time and paid staff around several “centres of mission”, inviting congregations to cluster around them and the building where they are based?  The demands of modern mission perhaps require more of our churches than most medium-sized to small churches can sustain (e.g. the full range of youth ministry).  What about having several larger, better-resourced congregations instead of numerous small, struggling ones?

Our Recommendations

20. We therefore recommend that the following steps be taken as soon as possible (the first three before the end of 2008):

1. The regular sharing of mission resources and expertise, by (a) a directory of resources (regularly maintained by the Deanery Administrator) and (b) a regular  slot at Deanery Synod for the sharing of experience and lessons learnt.
2. The identification of an agreed number of clergy to be funded by and deployed within our Deanery; and that this figure should be honoured by all our parishes and our Bishop, to guide us in future planning.

3. The employment of a Deanery Mission Development Worker, with particular responsibility 

· to equip churches to move from a centrifugal “come to us” model of mission, to a centripetal “go to them” model of mission; and

· to train the laity to share the gospel and think strategically about mission.

4. The preparation of a Deanery Mission Plan for the restructuring of some parishes, so that 

· some cluster with other parishes or congregations

· some close their current places of worship and combine with neighbouring parishes or congregations

· some parishes or clusters are designated centres of mission, receiving extra resources (clergy, evangelists, Church Army etc.) to encourage further growth

· some continue doing good work as they are now; and
· the development and support of youth work is placed high on the agenda.

And finally . . .  the pearl of great price
21. At our final meeting, we were challenged to consider what all this will mean for our Deanery.  It means change, and along with that, the fear of leaving the familiar and the known.  But we are not without resources for change.  Mission continues as it begins: by the grace of God.  The path of grace always takes us through sacrifice and prayerful, humble dependence on the Spirit of God.  Is our Deanery ready for that?  We pray that it will be.  For it is on that path that we may find the greatest treasure, and the pearl of great price.
APPENDIX 1

Mission Working Group MEMBERS

	Name
	Parish

	1.  Jane George
	Parson Cross

	2.  Alan Greaves
	High Green

	3.  Maureen Greaves
	High Green

	4.  Canon Sue Hope (Consultant)
	

	5.  Katharine Lonsborough
	Ecclesfield

	7.  Claire Panniker
	Bradfield

	8.  Jane Perry
	Grenoside

	10.  Revd. Karen Skidmore
	Pitsmoor

	11.  Revd. Rick Stordy
	Chapeltown


APPENDIX 2

Mission Working Group QUESTIONNAIRE

Background: some statistics

1. How would you describe your community in terms of social make-up?  What are its particular needs?

	


2. Please give your Electoral Roll for 2006 _____  and 2007 _____

3. Please give your Normal Sunday Attendance figures for 2006 _____  (adults) _____ (children) and for 2007 _____ (adults) _____ (children)

4. How many adult (i.e. 18+)  confirmations did you have in 2006 _____  and 

in 2007 _____

5. How many child/young peoples’ confirmations did you have in 2006 _____  and in 2007 _____

6. How many adult baptisms did you have in 2006  _____  and in 2007  _____

7. How many child baptisms did you have in 2006  _____  and in 2007 _____

8. How many new adult believers (i.e. NOT Christians transferring from other churches) have become part of your church in the last 5 years _____

Mission in your parish: the 5 Marks

9. Please give as many examples as you can of ways in which each of the 5 marks of mission are expressed by your church…

· Proclaiming the Good News of the Kingdom

	


· Teaching, baptizing and nurturing new believers

	


· Responding to human need by loving service

	


· Seeking to transform unjust structures of society

	


· Striving to safeguard the integrity of creation and sustain and renew the earth

	


10. How well do the 5 marks of mission represent your understanding of mission?  How would you improve on them?

	


Resources

11. How well do the church buildings in your parish serve your mission?  Can you give examples?

	


12. What would you change about your buildings for your mission to be better served? 

	


13. Please list specific resources (such as: help from other parishes, a Deanery Missioner etc.) which could help your mission over the next few years.

	


14. Please list what resources (people, equipment, ideas) you believe you could offer more widely in the Deanery over the next few years.

	


15. Please list any resources (people, equipment, ideas) – from any source, whether Diocesan or from any other Christian body or agency – that have been a particular help in your mission.

	


16. In what – if any – ways do you think the Deanery could support your church/parish in mission?  Would you be likely to make use of a Deanery Missioner or Leadership Development Worker?

	


Leadership

17. Who gives direction and leadership in your mission as a church?

	


18. How might mission develop in your parish/church if you were without a full-time stipendiary minister?  What impact would it have if you were to be in that situation?

	


Sharing stories

19. Please share any particular stories of mission in and through your church that have particularly encouraged or inspired you (you may want to use a separate sheet).

	


THANK YOU so much for taking time to help us with this Questionnaire!
a community of churches
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� 	Chris Wright, The Mission of God (Nottingham: IVP, 2007), p. 24.





PAGE  
1

