
 

 

Growing Together - a personal response - Alistair Smeaton - April 2014 
 
I was there at the beginning of this journey, when the C of E observer at a URC/Methodist 
discussing closer cooperation between the two denominations in Cumbria suggested that 
the Diocese of Carlisle might be a third partner. 
 
I write having been part of many discussions within the URC, at local church, Area and 
Synod, ministers meetings, churches together groups, and one meeting of church reps in 
the solway deanery and the derwent deanery. 
 
I hear a lot about the importance of avoiding clergy isolation and working collegially. In 
fact, what I hope for here is to have fewer colleagues. Currently I have one URC 
colleague, five Methodist colleagues (in three circuits), and nine C of E colleagues and 
eight other ecumenical colleagues in Silloth in workington, SIlloth and Cockermouth. I am 
also working collegially with the URC Area president, the Methodist District Chair and the 
West Cumberland Archdeacon. 
 
A lot of the discussion within and between churches (ie not just talk between ministers) 
has led to lots of request for more detail. Who will we be put with? How will this work? Who 
will be our minister? Will our minister spend his/her time ‘flying around’ lots of other 
churches?We are struggling to supply this information. Of course we don’t know a lot of it 
yet and we are coming up against a common characteristic in many (perhaps all) people 
that we struggle with abstract ideas, especially one that are a bit vague, and would rather 
engage with something much more concrete, even if just to object to it. 
 
But what if the abstract idea were less vague? Can we develop a more convincing 
ecclesiology of the Mission Community that still leaves room for local adaption. 
 
We are dealing with three different understandings of Church here? What is the 
fundamental unit of church? I am happy to be corrected, but I think that the fundamental 
unit of CHurch for the C of E is the diocese, for the Methodists the circuit, and the for the 
URC the local church. How will these three interact to form a shared understanding of the 
church that is consonant with mission communities. 
 
An ecclesiology of a mission community might need to models of shared ministry and 
mission across multiple communities and worship sites. Here are some from the past to be 
explored: Early north african models - a ‘bishop’ for every reasonably sized town, not just 
for big cities; british celtic - just a pity we don’t know more; monastic especially benedictine 
as it was they who brought roman catholic christianity back to cumbria; contrary to myth, 
sixteenth century geneva had a collegiate sense of ministry and leadership (lay and 
ordained) across both the city and the surrounding countryside. 
 
 
Challenges to ecumenical partners and the steering group, 
 
To the C of E. I understand that the C of E was already working on bringing groups of 
parishes and ministers together, partly to avoid clergy isolation and also on challenging 
congregations to be more outlooking with Growing Together. Although all this homework is 
valuable, I think three things must be emphasised.  
(1) The URC and Methodist church had also done some homework of their own and were 

already in conversation before the C of E joined the party. These discussions were sort 
of put on hold while the tripartite (and then growing together) process developed. I 



 

 

think if the Diocese had not become a third partner it is likely that by now we would 
have half a dozen ‘ecumenical areas’ around the county, using the south west cumbria 
ecumenical area as a prototype, but having developed it from there. We could well 
have merged the area and the District and even the post of Area president and District 
Chair. It does not seem reasonable that in terms of earlier work the C of E thinking 
should take precedence over URC/Methodist thinking. 

(2) The ministry strategy as discussed in the autumn Synods has moved on from those 
internal C of E discussions and would seem to have adopted some ‘free church’ 
insights about ministry.  Although mission communities can and must be locally 
adapted around the county, C of E ministers and congregations should take note of the 
ministry document, rather than using precurser models that were discussed within the 
Diocese. In particular the document focusses strongly on each congregation having a 
recognisable leader who is not necessarily a stipendiary ordained minister. I think that 
the document implies that for the most part, apart from the Mission Community leader, 
each leader (whether lay/ordained, paid/unpaid, degree educated/locally trained) will 
only be working with one congregation. Of course they will have a high degree of 
collegiality within the Mission Community (playing to their strengths in mission, 
covering for each other etc), the document seems to way that, when it comes to the 
crunch, each leader will be emotionally committed to the MC as a whole and one 
congregation within it. When I listen to C of E colleagues it sometimes seems that they 
are imagining the MCs as a group or team as currently existing but writ large and with 
one or two free churches bolted on. This seems to be the direct opposite of the Ministry 
Strategy’s intent. In fact that very model is described as a road to further decline. 

(3) It now seems highly regrettable that the Diocese has refused to use the Growing 
Together identity, despite representatives at the enabling group having agreed to it. I 
understand the tension with the Growing Disciples together programme, but if it is 
really true that running the two in parallel would have confused people (which seems 
unlikely to me) then the Diocese should have argued for a different name, not just 
refused to use the one that had been agreed. It is as if the urc had refused to use the 
name ‘Mission Communities’ as that would be easily confused with our national 
Mission 20:20 initiative! So can the Diocese either start to use this ‘brand’ now or 
suggest a different name. Not doing this is part of the reason that all energy is focussed 
on the Ministry Strategy to the detriment of related thinking about outreach and 
buildings. 

 
To the Methodist Church 
 
It is interesting that the Methodist church made the most cautious response to growing 
together and particularly to the ministry strategy in the autumn. I think that is partly 
because they thought most deeply about it having had a special Synod where the majority 
of the representatives had read and thought about the documents and discussed them in a 
range of other fora (church councils, circuit meetings, circuit leadership teams, 
superintendents meetings, circuit stewards days). And also because they have spotted 
that there is a fundamental clash between MCs and the current ecclesiology of the circuit. 
So: 
(1)  When I talk with Methodist Colleagues it sometimes seems that they imagine that the 

circuit will carry on alongside Mission Communities. I sometimes suspect that there is a 
motivation to want to shape the mission communities to fit neatly within existing 
circuits. This is surely sacrificing mission intent to current structures. Please please can 
there be some hard ecclesiological thinking about circuit and MC. I know that some 
individuals are already doing this, but we need a Disctict and perhaps connexional 
response. I think the longstanding understanding of the circuit (which is already an MC, 



 

 

but over a bigger geography) has much to offer the whole process. I think it unllikely 
that the circuits as they currently exist are compatible with growing together. But I think 
the attributes of circuit could easily be developed at the geography of MCs, clusters of 
half a dozen MCs, or the whole district (ie MC is  circuit or the COunty is circuit or 
something in between is circuit). 

(2) The Mission Strategy document imagines that some congregations may be lay led 
and/or led by someone of a different tradition. What is the Methodist response to this. 
The flip side of this is that existing superintendents and circuit ministers may have to 
relax or let go completely of relationships they currently have with congregations. Are 
they ready for this? 

(3) Thinking about the above issues may help a future Synod of the District to commit 
more explicitly to the whole process and enable us to move forward together. 

 
To the URC 
 
In the URC we don’t like to put any barriers in the way of anything ecumenical. We passed 
the resolutions in the autumn because it seemed hard to say no to them. But there are 
some things to think about, and if we follow the ‘direction of travel’ to any of its possible 
destinations we will end up in an unfamiliar place. 
(1) We have to address the issue of our numerically small place in this whole process, 

Even if URC ministers can relate to two MCs then it is still likely that some of our 
churches will end up in MCs with no URC minister of word and sacrament on the team 
(unless we can call and train some unpaid ones pretty soon). What do our 
congregations think about this? Can we trust our ecumenical partners to help local 
churches in this position to continue to be fully signed up the URC and to deal 
appropriately with Assembly and Synod business. 

(2) If we are going to play a full part in this we need to provide at least one misison 
community leader somewhere. How would this  work with deployment? Should we start 
now preparing a case for one of these to be an SCM post (and perhaps a pioneer SCM 
minister somewhere in this too). Is there a place for a CRCW in one of these teams. 

(3) Eldership - we need to work on this 
(4) Episcopacy - accepting this in any form will need to go to general assembly 
 
 
To the enabling group and the feedback group 
 
(1) Take note of all the above: especially identity, ecclesiology and leadership 
(2) Please bringing the decision making threads together 
 
 
 
To all of us: 
 
Pray! - I dream of a new christian community of prayer called the St Herbert Community, 
similar to the iona community or the northumbria community, but indigenous to cumbria. 
This to have a daily office ( approved by all three denoms) and a light touch rule. 
 
 
Alistair Smeaton 
 
August 14 


