Teams - a new way of working in Ecclesfield Deanery?
Teams, teams and more teams – everyone’s talking about teams. So the Deanery is simply jumping on the bandwagon. Or is it? 

First, let’s be clear what we talking about...

Ecclesfield Deanery Road Map talks of team working, not team ministries. The difference is important. Team ministry is a technical term in the Church of England referring to a legal structure. There are various ways of forming a team ministry but all involve legal changes and can only be created by the Diocese through a Pastoral Scheme. Bob Jackson (former vicar of St Mark’s Grenoside) argues in The Road to Growth that team ministries have been a major mistake for the Church of England. His argument is forceful. Team ministries form an extra layer of administration and meetings which takes time away from the actual work of ministry and mission; they focus the church inwards rather than outwards; they have become renown for conflicts and personality clashes; they have ambivalent leadership (who is really in charge – the team vicar or team rector?); they have teams of clergy which often increase the sense of disempowerment among the laity. Worse still, he provides statistics which appear to show that churches in team ministries are far less likely to grow than churches with their own vicar.

This is NOT what is being proposed by the Deanery.
We are calling for an exploration of team working which will grow naturally out of existing relationships. The emphasis will be overwhelmingly on relationships and not legal structures. We will seek to find ways of working in teams, not simply meeting in teams. From the outset we will seek to be clear about the purpose of the teams and this purpose will be related to the Church’s mission in the world, not the internal workings of the Church.
But why are we even talking about team working?
Essentially there are three reasons why we are considering this new way of working – theological, cultural and practical.

Theological inspiration: as so often, we start with the Trinity. Though not for a moment suggesting that the Trinity can be reduced to a simple model of teamwork, there is nevertheless a clear understanding in the Bible and the creeds that the three persons of the Trinity are in relationship and work together on a common task. Since we are invited to participate in this relationship and work with God in his mission in the world, it should be clear that the way we express our relationship with God and work with Him should be corporate, not individual. We see this time and again in the Bible- from Moses delegating responsibility to the elders, to Jesus and the twelve, to Paul and Barnabas. We could also explore the concept of covenant relationships in the Bible and the way Paul devoted so much time and effort to developing partnerships between churches.
However the Bible does not use the language of team working and some would see this as a modern day ‘buzz’ word. Yet simply because a word may be over-used in some contexts is no reason for dismissing the idea behind it. We live in a society increasingly structured around networks. People live in one part of the city, work in another part, shop in another part and socialise in a different area altogether. Churches which limit their work to a geographical area will struggle to live with this form of networking. And this is only one part of the enormous change taking place in our society. The sheer complexity and pace of this change means that no one person can ever hope to understand all that is happening. We need teams of people with all the varied knowledge and expertise that each individual brings if we are ever to come anywhere near understanding what is happening in our society. This is all part of what it means to ‘inculturate’ the gospel.
Finally we need teams as a practical necessity. As far as I can see there are basically three ways we could go about reducing the numbers of clergy in the Deanery:
1. close churches

2. create more part-time posts (or combine parish posts with other responsibilities).
3. cluster churches

Option 1 is something we may well have to seriously consider but it is fraught with difficulties. Who decides, what criteria are decisions based on, how do we take account of context i.e. ensure that we don’t penalise churches in the most deprived parts of the city? Option 2 has been chosen by at least one other Deanery in our Diocese but they are now struggling to fill part-time posts (few clergy want or are able to live off a part stipend). So we are left with option 3. Groups of parishes coming together to share their clergy – a cluster of three parishes with two full time clergy, or four parishes with three full time clergy. This is not ideal – every church would like their own clergy (and most clergy would like to work in just one church) but changing times call for new ways of working.
So what might this look like?

Scenario 1: Teams which open new possibilities for mission

Members of the Deanery Council meet with the PCC of St Ethelburga. In the course of the conversation it becomes clear that many people who live in St Ethelburga parish, use the shops which are in the neighbouring parish of St Columba. It also becomes clear that the people of St Ethelburga have two real passions – work with children and following up occasional offices. Meanwhile a third parish (St Polycarp) bordering on to St Columba has also expressed a real desire to develop their work with children. The Deanery Council convenes a conference with all three Church Councils and the conference sparks all sorts of ideas. St Columba’s has long wanted to open their church for coffee mornings for shoppers but lacks volunteers. “Why not have a children’s play area?” says a member of St Polycarp “we have some play equipment you could use.” A member of St Ethelburga chips in “we have some people wanting to run a parenting course with our baptism contacts – perhaps we could combine it with the coffee morning.” The three churches decide to pool resources and work together on this new mission venture.

Two years later the vicar of St Columba leaves. The Diocese, in discussion with the Deanery and all three PCCs decides not to replace the vicar but rather to help in funding a part-time evangelist to develop the work of this new project.

Scenario 2: Teams which develop new models of ministry

Members of the Deanery Council meet with the PCC of St Joachim. The people of St Joachim put a lot of time into Sunday Services and are rightly proud of the quality of the music and liturgy, the warmth of the welcome and the care shown to the most vulnerable. In conversation with another PCC (St Frideswide) some distance away the Deanery Council discover that this church has wanted to start a mid-week lunch time service for office workers in their parish. The Deanery convenes a meeting of both PCCs and agreement is reached that for a period of three months St Joachim will send a team of their lay leaders to help St Frideswide in setting up the new service and training new leaders. In return St Frideswide agrees to help fundraise for some building work at St Joachim. This initial exchange is repeated in other ways over the following two years.
The vicar of St Frideswide then leaves and the PCC suggests to the Diocese that as a result of the excellent work done in training lay leaders, they would now like an NSM vicar who is both a colleague to the office workers as well as their priest and pastor.
Scenario 3: Teams which grow fresh expressions of Church.

Members of the Deanery Council meet with the PCC of St Lucy. This church has recently started a new lunch club for older people. A lively programme of speakers and activities results in word spreading about this new venture. The Deanery Council advertises the service among other churches and the PCC of St Frideswide now decides that since they are focussing on their lunch time service for office workers, they would like to invite their older people to participate in this new programme (with the offer of minibus transport to and from St Lucy’s). Members of St Frideswide remember when they used to have  a short mid-week Book of Common Prayer service and they ask if this could be included once every few weeks in the lunch club programme. The vicar of St Lucy is only too happy to oblige. A fresh expression of Church for older people is born!
Martyn Snow - Area Dean
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