
‘Exploring the shape of Mission Communities’ – A response 

 

Whereas there is much to commend the proposed diocesan ‘ministry strategy’, especially its emphasis 

on working collaboratively and ecumenically, there remain several concerns and unanswered questions 

concerning the proposal to put all churches into Mission Communities. 

In October 2013, the Diocesan Synod postponed the approval of the strategy for a year, in order for the 

concerns and questions which had been raised in the feedback from the parishes to be addressed. The 

Bishop’s Council has set up a Working Party to facilitate and co-ordinate this process. 

No doubt individuals and individual parishes will make direct representations to this Working Party, but 

a response is more likely to be heard and heeded if it is representative of a wider body. A motion 

passed by a Deanery Synod, therefore, which is then passed on to the Working Party and to Diocesan 

Synod, could be a helpful contribution to the consultation process. 

With reference to the draft ‘Ministry Strategy’, the response from the parishes, and the most recent 

(January) edition of the diocesan guidelines for ‘Exploring the shape of Mission Communities’, here is 

an attempt to highlight some of the concerns and considerations which do not seem to have been 

adequately addressed, and to suggest how the ministry strategy could be modified to take them into 

account. However, no reference is made here to the concern to foster enough vocations, which was 

also raised in the feedback, and of the concern for a closer integration of the buildings strategy and the 

outreach strategy, which are issues which need to be addressed separately. 

 

The definition of a Mission Community  

The forming of Mission Communities is potentially an excellent way of consolidating resources and 

focussing vision across a number of church congregations who don’t currently have the economies of 

scale to develop all of the 5 Marks of Discipleship. However, the proposed definition of a Mission 

Community is not appropriate in all cases. 

The key question is whether Mission Communities will serve to increase the number of disciples and 

grow them in the Christian faith. How will Mission Communities work together to provide dynamic and 

attractive children’s work, alpha courses, etc.? What about churches with over 100 active members and 

several congregations? Aren’t they already Mission Communities? What about clusters/communities of 

more than 3 church congregations which have less than 100 active members? Would they qualify? 

What if a Mission Community composed of 3 churches decided to close one of these churches, for good 

missional reasons? Would it then cease to be a Mission Community? 

If the main objective of forming mission communities is to promote the Diocesan Vision and Strategy, 

surely the main criteria for defining and evaluating a Mission Community should be  

a) Is it missional? Does it have the capacity to effectively develop the 5 Marks of Discipleship, i.e. to 

make and grow disciples?  

b) Is it a community? Is it (or does it have the potential to become) a true community, with a common 

identity and purpose? 



 

Terminology is important here. We need to distinguish between congregations and mission 

communities – otherwise the word ‘community’ ceases to be meaningful.  There is already the question 

of whether you can meaningfully call several congregations working ecumenically across different 

parishes and churches a ‘community’ (rather than a cluster, group or unit). 

If the proposed definition of a Mission Community is not applicable across all situations, should we not 

reconsider the Minster Model which was put forward in ‘The Principles for Mission Units’ (2003) as part 

of the way ahead for the Diocese? Has this model been tried and found wanting, or simply not tried? 

Could this model not be used alongside mission communities? This would give the possibility of creating 

a matrix of larger churches and missional communities, the one complementing and reinforcing the 

other.  

A commercial analogy would be offering people the choice between large, one-stop-shop supermarkets 

and a co-operative of local stores. 

 

The work of the Mission Community Shaping Groups 

With regard to the creation of a Mission Community Shaping Group within each Deanery, there are two 

overlapping concerns: workload and bureaucracy. 

Do all Deaneries have an active Pastoral Committee? In the case of Furness Deanery, this is subsumed 

under the Standing Committee. Even where it does exist as a separate entity, to take on the shaping of 

all the mission communities within the deanery would represent a big increase in workload and 

responsibility. When mission communities were first proposed, it was said that one level of 

management would be removed – parish, deanery, archdeaconry or diocese. We have not yet found a 

way to simplify our structures so as to create sufficient space for Mission Community Shaping Groups. 

Would it not be easier simply to use the existing structures, especially the Deanery in this case, rather 

than create another level of bureaucracy? 

Also, will it always be possible for each Mission Community to be ecumenical? What if our ecumenical 

colleagues have responsibilities over too large an area to either commit to one Mission Community or 

to meaningfully participate in several? It is rarely the case that the proposed Mission Communities (or 

clusters) and the equivalent groupings in other denominations coincide. 

This is not to disregard the imperative to work collaboratively in the Mission of God with other churches 

and streams. However, the unity Jesus speaks of in John 17 is arguably more to do with a common 

mission (v.18) and message (v.20) than structural unity. Whilst the ecumenical dimension of the 

strategy is welcome, imposing an ecumenical structure, rather than encouraging ecumenical 

collaboration, runs the risk of stifling rather than facilitating mission. 

  

Flexibility 

‘Principles for Mission Units’ (2003) put forward seven principles for effectiveness in collaborative 

mission: growth, teamwork, nurture, worship, community, pastoral care and unity. This meant that the 



strategy served the overall vision. At the moment, the strategy for ministry seems to be driven more by 

organisational and structural concerns (ecumenical representation, minimum number of parishes, etc.) 

than a concern to fulfil the Diocesan Vision and Strategy. 

In ‘Principles for Mission Units’, it was also said that, “No one size fits all and, in some places, it may well 

be that existing parishes themselves form ideal ‘Mission Units’: the virtue of our principles is that they 

can be applied wherever there are sufficient resources for the mission they under-gird.” Is this no 

longer the case? Without a convincing explanation as to how the formation of Mission Communities will 

assist the delivery of the 5 marks of discipleship, it could be seen as simply a management tool, 

reducing everything to a common denominator, and potentially neutering the very churches which at 

the moment are most effective in making and growing disciples. If a church does not fit naturally into 

any one cluster, but works collaboratively across a whole deanery, e.g. as hub for the DNYC, should this 

not be encouraged? 

Indeed, would it not be more sensible to simply go with the grain, and recognise the Deanery as the 

basic mission unit, which is already the case for the DNYCs? We are already finding, in Furness Deanery, 

that what we thought would work as mission clusters (as we called them) are not working out on the 

ground, owing to changed circumstances (a minister moving on, for example) or simply finding that it is 

not workable (e.g. will people really travel from Broughton to Coniston for an Alpha course?). I suspect 

that, for a variety of reasons, the same is true for other Deaneries. 

To what extent is the expectation that every church will be part of a Mission Community driven by 

costs, e.g. that each Mission Community needs to be financially viable? If this is the case, why are 

churches which are contributing to the parish offer scheme more than their total ministry costs 

expected to join a Mission Community? If this is not the case, why not allow the formation of Mission 

Communities which are effective in growing disciples but not able to meet their total costs of ministry? 

If the claim to flexibility is serious, would this not be better reflected in a more flexible structure? 

Otherwise this is, in fact, the one-size-fits-all pattern which it is not supposed to be! 

 

Deanery Synod Motion: 

That the diocesan ministry strategy be revised in order to: 

a) entrust the shaping of Mission Communities to Deanery Synods and Standing Committees, rather 

than creating another layer of management 

b)  encourage each Mission Community to work ecumenically, without imposing an ecumenical 

structure which may not fit at a local level 

 


