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St.Thomas Church as an example of the Fresh Expressions movement
Introduction

My aim is to describe an example of St. Thomas Church and how they do mission through clusters or in other words missional communities. I will describe the patterns, theological emphases and leadership structures which they have used in building up a cluster based church.

In order to explain the wider background I will describe the Fresh expressions of church movement and a little bit of the cultural change that has taken place in recent years especially in Britain.

Background

The Fresh Expression of church movement started in the mid -1990’s. The leadership of the (Anglican) Church of England began to recognize that there was a large group of Christians who had started new kinds of communities by loving and serving people and listening to their needs. 

At the same time there began to rise some research of that movement. The first ones were published by George Lings from Church Army’s Sheffield centre. In 1994 an official report ”Breaking the new ground: church planting in the Church of England” was published. Church planting was mentioned for the first time as part of the missional strategy.

In 2004 a new report called Mission-shaped church was published. It revealed that there was a whole new movement rising up in the Church of England. That report used for the first time the name ”Fresh Expressions” and it also created a new vocabulary for the movement. Msc report claimed that the parochial organisation where people belonged to that local church in which area they lived was no longer relevant to fulfill the missional purpose of the church. The society has changed so much that the gospel should also be expressed culturally in relevant ways.

The new movement created a number of new questions. Therefore, in 2007 the Church of England arranged a seminar and invited many theologians to discuss the questions that arose. As a result of the seminar  a book named ”Mission-shaped question” was published. 

The Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr. Rowan Williams wrote in the book:

”If we are to grow and mature as a mixed economy Church, there are hard questions to be asked and answered. We need first class thinking to back up and support all that is happening at local level. I hope this collection will get the attention it richly deserves.”

Williams himself has been a staunch supporter of the Fresh Expressions movement.

There has also been a voice of criticism that argues that the church should challenge the modern culture and that Christianity which comes close to a popular culture is a threat for God’s holiness.  These views were expressed in a book ”For the parish: A critique of Fresh Expressions”.

Understanding the changing culture, according to Msc-report

MSC report underlines that it is important to understand how the culture has changed so that we can know how the gospel should be expressed today. Statistics tell that Sunday services do not reach people anymore in the same way because people have so many other activities and the family life is the first priority. The church is in competition of the time of people and does not survive really well. In general people are leaving the church.

MSC report explains some major changes that have recently taken place in the cultural life.

People do not live anymore in neighbourhoods in the same way as they did in the past. Social life has spread in many ways. Instead, people live in different kinds of networks. There are networks of hobbies, work, studies etc. People define their communities by free time, work and friends but not so much by the neighbourhoods.

So the conclusion was that church planting should be established in the networks where people live. That is the main idea of Fresh Expressions. A traditional parochial church does not reach these people on its own but it needs to co-operate with a new kind of Christian community based on networks.

The other cultural paradigm is consumerism. People define themselves by what they consume. People are connected to each other by the same style of consuming things. Freedom of choice is one big value for people. This will affect more and more the whole society and also the church. Christianity is just one option among many others. 

People in churches also behave like consumers. They expect to be served and that the church will fulfill their needs. If it does not do so, people often leave or change the church.

Many people still define themselves as Christians but they do not belong to or commit any Christian community. The Christian story and tradition are not any more at the centre of the society.

That is why Msc report claims that the church cannot any more reach to people with the patterns which are based on a ”Come here” thinking.

The Western society is in many ways a pagan society. The church is cannot survive just by asking people to come and join church activities. The Fresh Expressions movement is based on ”go to them” strategy which means that the church should incarnate itself in the society and in the midst of people’s daily life. Going to serve, love and fill the needs that people have. And doing that in the way of getting connected with people’s values, culture, lifestyle and networks.

At least in Finland the development in the Lutheran church has gone to the same direction than we can see in England.

St. Thomas and clusters

St. Thomas church in Sheffield has created successful patterns during the last decades and it has experienced an enormous growth. In last five-six years the membership of St. Thomas church has grown by500% and it has become one of the biggest churches in Europe. 

History of St. Thomas church
The growth started 1980 when Robert Warren was the vicar of St. Thomas. At that time also the charismatic renewal of John Wimber impacted the church deeply. In 1994 Mike Breen became the Rector of St. Thomas. Through him the church developed visionary missional groups called clusters which are more like extended families. Within six years the church had more than 2,000 new members who were all involved in small groups, of them 80% under the age of 40. 

In the beginning of 2000 the church divided into two separate churches that today work in close co-operation. St. Thomas Crookes was more like a local church reaching to the people in Crookes area and St. Philadelphia moved in to the city centre reaching out the people of the city. Both are independent churches but they work closely together and for example their finances are managed together.

In 2001 Philadelphia needed to give their building away. For one year people had to meet in cinemas, pubs, homes, coffee shops and other public places. During that year clusters were launched in the way Mike Breen had been teaching all those years. At the end of that year as they finally got a new building 17 new clusters were born and the people of the church had multiplied. In the middle of crisis the church learnt what it meant to be a church without walls. People begun to think like ”go to them”  where people are.

Nowadays these two churches have got over hundred clusters and they are spread all over the city. By the last year St. Thomas Philadelphia has grown with 500 newborn Christians per year. St. Thomas Crookes has grown from under 200 members over 1,200 members. 

Principles and the leadership structure

St. Thomas church has created some simple principles and a vocabulary in the leadership which enable the lay people of the church to fulfill their calling and passion. In that way lay members have taken a lot of responsibility in the church.

The key principles:

Low control and high accountability

It means that people are set free to fulfill their passion in any way they feel God is calling them but as they go with their vision they need to be open and honest to the staff about how they are doing their ministry and it is reflected in their personal life. The staff and cluster leaders delegate authority as much as they can. At the same time leaders will meet regularly in order to be accountable to each other.

Lightweight and low maintenance

This means that they try to create models and a structure that are not based on consumerism where people come and wait for services. Patterns need to be flexible, light and easy to keep going. Everybody should be able to grow in responsibility and leaders need to give space to other people to lead. The staff team is only basically coaching the lay people to do the ministry.

High invitation and high challenge.

The staff gives lots of support, love, respect and invitation to the nurturing relationship to the lay leaders. On the other hand they are challenged to reach the goals that have been set.

The structure for all this is a so called huddle
A huddle is a place where leaders meet regularly in the groups of 4 to12 people and support and challenge each other. That is the place to be accountable of what God has been speaking and “what I am doing for it”. The staff leaders meet in huddles with the cluster leaders and then the cluster leaders meet with their cell leaders. In that way the DNA and teaching is spreading on all levels of leadership.

The Leadership

In St. Thomas the vicar gives the direction and the vision for the whole church but every leader can play their part as they want as long as it is inside the wider vision. No one will control your vision but instead leaders support you as much as they can. In this structure the staff team does not take care of people’s pastoral or spiritual needs but instead they concentrate on coaching and supporting people to fulfill their own mission.

Clusters in nutshell

Cluster model has spread from St. Thomas to all over Europe and the United States. In different locations they are called differently; for example pastorat, midsize-missional community, mission-shaped community etc. but the principles are the same.

Simply the definition for a cluster is a group of people together as community doing mission. Normally it is from 20 to 70 people who have a common vision to serve or reach a specific group of people , network or neighbourhood. The group is small enough to care and have a common vision but big enough to do something about it. If the group grows they do not launch a new Sunday gathering but instead will multiply into two separate clusters. The idea is not to come together to listen to somebody speaking (”go to church” thinking) but instead ”do the church” together. Eating, fellowship and different kinds of activities are the central part of the way how to be together. 

The community is defined by the mission and vision it has. The mission gives an identity and keeps people together and motivates them forward. Without a clear vision the cluster would eventually die. The context of a cluster can be whatever from different subcultures to special groups like homeless, families, young adults etc. Normally a cluster includes a few small groups and the people meet for example once a month and a couple of times in small groups.

The glue that holds people together

Three main things create the glue that holds people together.

1. purpose

2. values

3. common language

Purpose defines the mission focus.

Values shape the cluster and create the personal style. They will build community forward. 

The name and common story express the nature of community.

These three things make the coherence and unity among the people in the cluster.

Theologial basis

Theology in clusters is based on the four classic marks of the church, the Nicene Creed: one, holy, catholic and apostolic.

Basically they are expressed in triangle as up, in and out dimensions.

 ”Up” means holy. The church is created to be in relationship with God. People are connected with God through prayer, the Bible and worship.

”In” means that the church is one. It is created to be dependent on other members of the body. So the in dimension expresses the relationship between people in the body.

Apostolicity is the ”out” dimension and it means that the church is send out to be a witness of living Christ and the gospel.

Catholicity expresses that there is only one body and every church and cluster is together creating that body. Msc report expresses this dimension as ”of” which connects the communities together.

A church in Fresh Expressions is basically defined by these dimensions. In that way the clusters are seen as church plants. As clusters meet up, the dimensions should be expressed in some ways and they should be in balance in alonger term. One dimension feeds the other and so on.

Biblical principles

In the Bible the cluster principle is seen in the Greek word ”oikos” household or an extended family, which is found in Luke 10:5 ”When you enter a house.”. In the Bible we can see that oikos is God’s plan to spread the gospel. 

In contemporary society the core family is often broken in many ways. Instead of that people value more the extended family which includes often all the friends and close ones.

Another biblical principle in creating a cluster is a so called person of peace. This principle comes from the same Bible passage Luke 10:5 … first say ”peace to this house.” According to Mike Breen anyone who welcomes you, receives you, listens to you, serves you and responds to you as you share the gospel is a person of peace. Mission should be focused on these people who are already open. The focus will help the clusters to define and clarify their vision which enables the growth.

Space thinking in building church

In the1960’s Edward T. Hall created a theory about how relationships, space and culture impact the way people use space as they build community. The conclusion was that people use four different spaces as they build up relationships, culture and communication. In each of these spaces people walk in and walk out naturally as they create relationships and a feeling of belonging.

Joseph R. Myers then applied this theory in to a Christian context and did a study how to use this theory in building a congregation.

1. Public space (over 100 people)

This is place where people create contacts at a wider level. In this space people share a common experience and feel connection in that way but at same time they can feel free to be anonymous. Good examples are a football stadium, marketplace, theatre etc. Sunday service or gathering is this place in church.

2. Social space (20-50 people) 

People in this place share common interests. A local pub, coffee shop, parties for example. Here people share briefly about themselves, who they are, how they live and so on. From here people will spread in to the other spaces. This space is important as thinking of the mission. This is the space where clusters normally function. Usually in the church least attention is paid to the social space.

3. Personal space (3-12 people)

This is a space where people share more confidential things about themselves. People know each other well. In this space they create more relationships and friendships. In church this can be a cell group, a bible study group etc.

4. Intimate space (1-3 people) 

People share this space only with their spouse and some closest friends. Here people can feel secure without shame even when they are transparent and ”naked”.

In church this space takes place in accountability groups, in covenant relationships, in deep friendships and in coaching for example. 

All the four spaces are important when building the church. They should be all at hand and in balance. The norms of these spaces should be honoured so that people can feel comfortable.

Different things and values are important in these spaces in church life.

Public space (Sunday service): inspiration, momentum, teaching

Social space (cluster): community, mission, training

Personal space (small group): support, challenge, closeness

Intimate space (covenant partner): openness, encouragement, accountability

Change of thinking

Cluster model is a different way of seeing church life. It is not another structure or programme but more like a lifestyle where mission and community play a normal part of life.

Traditionally the church has been seen through a programme. 20% of leaders are running the programme for the rest of 80% of the people. In the cluster model 20% of leaders will coach 80% of people to do the ministry through clusters and missional communities.

Change of thinking can be seen in three different shifts in thinking and behaviour:

1. From internal to external in terms of ministry focus.

2. From programme development to people development in terms of core activity.

3. From church-based to Kingdom-based in terms of leadership agenda.

Conclusions

Steven Corbet made a research of Fresh Expressions in 2008 and he had taken St. Thomas church into his study as well. He concluded:

”Cluster model is in its early stage and firm conclusions would be unwise and even unfair. It is noted that cluster model may represent an ideal paradigm of what it is to be a transitional church. This remain to be seen as time goes on.”

He also encouraged Anglican diocesan leaders to identify the pilot group of parishes which have the potential to adopt and transition into a cluster model of church and develop the church in and through them. In many places this has happened.

Open questions?

There are also many open questions and critical arguments that need to be considered.

Models that work in England may not work well in other countries and cultures. The Finnish culture for example is not so communal. There is no open pub culture or even coffee shop culture in Finland as in England. People in England are more open and willing to hang out and have some small talk with people who they do not know. Every culture needs to find the ways how to operate in that certain country and context. 

There are both good examples and less good examples about how the cluster model has worked in Scandinavia. One challenge is that it takes plenty of time to adopt the model. Even though the staff and some individual leaders get excited, it is a huge process to get the whole church in the same level in understanding that clusters are more a missional lifestyle than programs. That is my own observation when working in a cluster based church in Finland.

The traditional parochial church model that we have in Finland, does not change easily in the direction that would make it possible to the cluster model work in parish churches. Though there are some examples inside the Lutheran church where the model has worked. One of them is Swedish speaking Petrus församling and the other is Cell group network Helsinki.

In Denmark there is Valgmeninghed church in Århus that has adopted the model successfully and is a fast growing church. In Norway there is Storsalen church in Oslo that uses this model.

My question is what we can learn from these experiences and churches that are successful in reaching people? How could we apply some principles and patterns into our culture and into our churches whether it is Lutheran or some other denomination?
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