
1. APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY
“By human nature, it is common for us all to look at our lives, our work, or the organizations we belong to, and to see the problems and limitations rather than the strengths and blessings. Without an intentional choice, we will default to a problem orientation and look only at what is wrong with our situation. In times of great change and challenge, it seems easier for congregational leaders to recite the congregation’s problems, and to note what is missing, rather than to see the gifts of the congregation.” Gil Rendle and Alice Mann Holy Conversations; Strategic Planning as a Spiritual Practice for Congregations.(2003, 17)

Appreciative Inquiry is a resource that looks at the positives rather than on the identification of problems (as often happens in a SWOT exercise). The technique helps a congregation determine new directions for mission by unearthing the strengths of the past and releasing dreams for the future. 

AI is a process “that uses collaborative inquiry and strategic visioning to unleash the positive energy within the Church to enable Christ’s work to be done in the world”. It is based on the idea of discovering what works and gives life to an organisation, and then building the organisation on these life-giving properties. In summary it is an approach to development that discovers the best of ‘what already is’ in order to imagine ‘what can be’ and then design ‘what will be’. It was developed by David Cooperrider and his associates in the graduate school of management at Case Western Reserve University (which prepares consultants for corporate America) in the mid 1980’s, growing out of research into discovering what gives life to an organisation rather than looking at the problems an organisation may have. It is used as a major tool in organizational development by businesses across the world (eg PepsiCo, British Airways, USAID, US Navy, McDonalds) and also by aid agencies and other humanitarian NGOs; for instance Kofi Annan employed it when convening the 2004 Global Compact Leaders’ Summit at UN Headquarters.)

As a philosophy it is consistent with affirmations of scripture: Hebrews 10, 24 ‘And let us consider how we may spur one another on towards love and good deeds’; Philippians 4, 8. ‘And now, my friends, all that is true, all that is noble, all that is just and pure, all that is loveable and attractive, whatever is excellent and admirable – fill your thoughts with these things.’ In its participative methods, it is also consistent with ‘taking the least of these my children’ seriously, 
and with the biblical principles of co-working and mutual encouragement . It is based on the following premises: that 

(i) “organisations are already full of great practices”. In other words, within all individuals, teams and organisations there already exist excellent experiences, practices and perspectives on which to build. All individuals and organizations are opportunities to be explored rather than problems to be solved. 

(ii) “we get more of what we attend to”. Our perception of reality is a social construction; that which we focus on becomes our reality. We create more of what we spend our time thinking and talking about. If we pay attention to what works, we will get more of what works. If we pay attention to problems, we simply underline and reinforce their existence. (Pygmalion phenomenon: a group of equally talented children is divided and given to two equally talented teachers. The  teachers are told that one group is ‘bright’ and the other ‘slow’. By the year’s end the supposed intelligent group will outperform the supposedly ‘slow’ class in measures of academic achievement.) Likewise if we view congregations as dysfunctional, co-dependent and troubled, and seek to intervene in their life from that perspective, we will only confirm our negative perceptions and further add to their problems. Positive results emerge when we approach congregations rather as places where God is at work.

(iii) organisations are ‘heliotropic’; they exhibit a largely automatic tendency to evolve in the direction of positive images of the future.

How is AI different?
-
based on a positive approach, building on people’s strengths rather than problem identification. Uses the positive potential of human relationships to encourage and ensure creativity and innovation, and to bring out the best in both people and organisations Radical departure from the traditional way that many consultants approach organisational interventions, identifying problems in an organisation first and then working on solutions.

-
not about fixing things, taking things apart, stripping back, peeling away or problem identification. This presumes that simply by filling the gap between where the organisation is failing and the known and predictable ideal state when everything is fixed, all will be well.

-
less prone to initiating negative, blaming and judgemental atmospheres than problem-focussed interventions

-
pays attention to what people working in the organisation feel, so any change is not felt to be externally imposed. The questions with which the process starts are a way of paying attention. At the heart of AI is the deceptively simple practice of asking unconditionally positive questions. These are questions that enable participants to identify and then enhance the factors that are present when their system is operating at its best. “Real change begins with the simple action of people talking about what they care about. (Margaret Wheatley in Rendle and Mann, 2003, xviii)”
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So how does it work?

The AI model uses a process of inquiry to discover people’s best experiences and use these experiences as a basis for imagining a future and designing the processes and structures that will make the imagined future a reality. This imagined future is not just a fantasy because it is grounded in the experiences of the people involved.

Appreciative Inquiry 5D model

(You may also come across a four-stage model: initiate, inquire, imagine and innovate) 

1 Define: 
commit to the positive; prepare and focus

2 Discover: 
interview one another to discover the times when the organisation was at its best 

3 Dream:
envisage the organisation as if the peak moments were the norm rather than the exception

4 Design:
design ways of creating the dreamed-of organisation

5 Deliver:
implement the changes

Phase 1 Define - “Committing to the positive” 

 (set the stage)
Preparing for an appreciative process

Awareness of the need for development comes first, as does the preparedness for an appreciative process. Then comes the need to be clear about what it is we really want to explore and find out about. The key is not determining the last step of the journey but where we want to place our feet for the first step. The crafting of an interview protocol – the questions to be used  in the one-to-one conversations – is carried out in this phase.

Phase 2 Discover - “Valuing the best of what is”
(appreciate what is)

Gathering life-giving experience through interview

The phase in which we discover what is going on and gather good experiences. Questions are asked to help members discover examples of excellence and achievement in their congregations.

“Think back through your time in this congregation. Locate a moment that was a high point, when you felt 
effective and engaged. Describe how you felt, and what made the situation possible”. 

“Think back over the past few years to a church event you were part of – a life experience or moment that stands out for you as exceptional, one that left you excited, enthused, energised and empowered. Reflect on 
what happened and what went on that made this such a memorable event for you”.

Members work individually to map out their stories. Then they share their stories in pairs and ask probing questions such as “If you had to pick one thing that made your experience truly memorable, what would it be?” “What skills helped you?” “What was the key to success?” Others questions home in on personal strengths and contributions. Groups then identify the common themes behind their examples of excellence; in other words people identify a core of strength and continuity around which to build change. People have more confidence, and are more comfortable, in journeying to the future when they carry forwards parts of the past (see AI Interview Guide for Congregations, attached).

Phase 3 Dream – “Envisioning what could be”

(imagine what might be)

Developing common images of the future

A future vision is developed based on the common themes that surfaced through the examination of past good moments. Participants imagine what the organisation would look like if the exceptional moments identified in the discovery phase were to become the norm.  They develop a picture of the ideal future grounded in the congregation’s reality; the system maintains the best of the past by discovering what it is and stretching it into the future. “What could the church look like if our moments of exceptional success were the norm?” Typically you encourage participants to create both right-brain representations (such as pictures, drama, music, sculpture and movement) as well as more left- brain language description in the form of macro-“provocative propositions”. A macro-provocative proposition is a statement that expresses the desired future that has been envisaged. It should encapsulate a bold ambition and continuity from the past; using phrases that can act as a beacon to provide guidance. Congregations are encouraged to write provocative propositions in the present tense as if they were already like that; - eg “our congregation values young people as part of its ministering community and provides resources to enable their ministry”. Be sure the provocative proposition is actually provocative and involves stretch for the organisation. Think big!
Phase 4 Design – “Dialoguing what should be”
(determine what should be)
Developing achievable plans and steps to make the vision a reality

This next stage in the process involves describing and generating structures or steps that will enable the dream to become reality. It is the stage in which the positive change described in the macro-provocative proposition is made boldly alive in all the organisation’s strategies, processes, systems and decisions.  It involves writing a series of more specific provocative propositions as to how the dream can be fleshed out. Through consensus, short and long-term goals are developed to achieve the dream of the future vision. As with all of AI, there is no single way to approach design, but ideally the method you choose should uphold its participative spirit. 
Phase 5 Deliver – “Doing Christ’s work in the world”
(create what will be)

Co-creating a sustainable, preferred future; asking “ who, what, when, where and how?” 

Future strategies and plans are put in place to meet the goals of the ‘provocative propositions’, and roles and responsibilities are assigned. Although any strategy or operational planning methodology can be used, to follow AI principles you must maintain a positive mindset and involve a broad spectrum of people throughout the congregation. It also involves monitoring, evaluation and feedback. 

Unless you follow through with design and delivery, you will have spent your time on a feel-good experience rather than building a roadmap for positive change. 

“Organisations change in the direction in which they inquire. So an organisation that inquires into problems will keep finding problems, but one that looks at what is best in itself will discover more and more that is good. It can then use these discoveries to build a new future where the best becomes more common.”

”“When you do more of what works, the stuff that doesn’t work goes away”

“The appreciative eye apprehends what is there rather than what is not”

“A search engine for the positive core of a system”

“AI is about the liberation of capacity”

“Co-enquiry into the true, the good and the better will lead to faster, more democratic and energized change than will deficit-based inquiry into the broken and the problematic”

A sample of four initial questions for phase 2; valuing what is
Questions are asked to help members discover examples of excellence and achievement in their congregations.

Instructions: In pairs, take time to interview one another using the following questions.

Be a generous listener. Do not dialogue, rather take turns to actually conduct an interview. If you need more information or clarification, ask additional follow-up questions. Use this sheet to record the results of your interview. When your interviews are completed you will present the results to the wider group. 

Before you conduct the interview take a minute to read the questions and decide how you will personally answer the question and make a mental note of your response. Now proceed with the interviews, paying full attention to the interviewee rather than to your story.

1. Best Experience: Reflect on your entire experience with your congregation. Recall a time when you felt most alive, most involved, spiritually touched, or most excited about your involvement. Tell me about this memorable experience that you have had with your church. Describe the event in detail. What made it an exciting experience? Who was involved? Describe how you felt? Describe what you did as a result of the experience?

2. Values: What are the things you value deeply: specifically, the things you value about yourself, being a parishioner, and your church:

(i) Yourself: Without being humble, what do you value most about yourself - for example; as a human being, or employee, or a friend, parent, citizen, and so on?

(ii) Being a parishioner: When you feel best about being a parishioner at your church, what about yourself do you value?

(iii) Your church: What is it about your church that you value? What is the single most important thing that your church has contributed to your life?

(iv) Your Denomination: What is it about being a member of your denomination that you value? What is the single most important thing that being from your denomination has contributed to your life?

3. Core Value: What do you think is the core value of your church? What values give life to your congregation? What is it that, if it did not exist, would make your church totally different than it currently is?

4. Three Wishes: If you had three wishes for your church, what would they be?

2. Eliciting our strengths 

Circle the number that is closest to your own assess​ment of how things are in your church within each category. The numbers toward each margin indicate that the statement is very true; numbers toward the centre indicate one alternative or the other is somewhat true.
1.
Our church feels under siege in the    
People trust the community to be

surrounding community.

friendly toward the church.
12345678910

2.
People fear red ink; financial

People believe there's enough money to

failure.

meet the church's needs.
12345678910

3.
People are generally negative

People are generally positive and

and pessimistic.

optimistic.
12345678910

4.
Recalling the past, people 

Thinking back, people recall wins and

remember loss and defeats

successes.
12345678910

5.  Our people feel abused and 

Our people feel cared about.
     forgotten

    123456789
10

6.
We think mostly about our own
We have a strong commitment to

church and its needs.
mission beyond our church.
12345678910

7.
Our church leadership is 
Our leadership is caring and able.

uncaring and incompetent.
12345678910

8.
Our people resist new ideas and
We welcome new ideas, change,

change.
12345678910

9.
People attend out of duty 
        Our people look forward to and enjoy

and habit 


         being present.

12345678910

10. We aren't very friendly.
Visitors are warmly welcomed  
to visitors.


12345678910
11. Worship is routine and boring.
Worship is alive, touches us
     12345678910


12. Our church preaches a 

We preach and practice a theology
      theology of sin and judgement
of love and grace


     12345678910
13. Faith is defined as duty performed
Faith is experienced as joyous living

     12345678910
14. People’s motives are suspect here
People are fully trusted here

     12345678910
15. Priests look to leave soon after 
Priests feel at home and desire to stay
      they arrive at our church.

here.           

     12345678910  

16. People give sparingly and 

We give generously and gladly

      reluctantly
     12345678910
17.
Church building looks and feels      
Church building looks and feels warm

cold, drab, uncared for.
and attractive.
12345678910
18.
We avoid responsibility with 

Most volunteer and do their part.

with excuses
1
2345678910
19.
New people must wait their turn to 
New people are welcomed into leader-

become church leaders.
ship and power.
1
2345678910
20.
Attendance is poor at worship, 
Most people come to everything,

meetings, events.
12345678910
21.
Conflict is frequent, divisive, 
Conflict happens occasionally but is
 cancerous



dealt with and resolved
12345678910
22. Children or youth wish they were

Children and youth feel at home and

       elsewhere



enjoy being here

12345678910
23. Church work is thankless here

People are showered with thanks

12345678910
24  Church is business-like and sombre
Church loves to party, have fun

12345678910
25  We’re spiritually lifeless


We’re growing spiritually

12345678910
26. We have a bleak vision of the future 
We see the future with optimism

12345678910
Which four categories show the greatest strengths?  List them below.
1. …………………………………………………………………………………………………………

2. …………………………………………………………………………………………………………

3. ………………………………………………………………………………………………………….

4. ………………………………………………………………………………………………………….
3. Reaching consensus
When it comes to decision-making in a group, we often revert to the model we know best, that of voting. While there are times when this ‘majority rule’ method is an appropriate one to use, it does have drawbacks; there are several negative behavioural patterns implicit in it:

- 
competitive: voting is a win or lose model that pits one decision against the other rather than seeking 
to synthesize the two into a mutually satisfying decision. This mentality is very divisive, and can 
become aggressive – a win/lose model has the potential to disrupt an entire group.

- 
quantitative: as opposed to qualitative.  Voting is a quick and more mindless procedure that tends to 
work with the easiest solution, rather than seeking to create the best, most sustainable agreement.

- 
uncompromising: in majority rule, there is rarely room for compromise or amendment of an 
idea – an 
individual is forced to make a distinct, inflexible choice between two options.  It is one or the other, 
support or oppose.

- 
impersonal: voting does not take into account an individual’s feelings, needs, or desires.  Majority 
rule models tend to dissociate the decision from everyday life, and the individual from the decision-
making process.

- 
disempowering: the individual is left to the tyranny of the majority, and is left no empowering forum to 
address decisions that affect them.  One individual’s concerns, no matter how strong or relevant, can 
be completely disregarded.

So what other methods are there? Consensus is an inclusive and participatory model of decision-making that seeks to address the concerns and needs of an entire group, and synthesize these into the best possible solution.  By using consensus, we engage in a co-operative approach to decision-making, and seek to build sustainable and mutually satisfying decisions through discussion, creativity, and compromise. Consensus is a non-coercive, egalitarian mode of communication which seeks to build relationships of trust, equity, support, and strength by involving and valuing all in the decision making process.
The Latin root-word of “consensus” is consentir: con meaning “with” or “together with”, and sentire meaning “to think and feel”. Consentire effectively translates as “to think and feel together”. Consensus is a participatory process by which a group thinks and feels together en route to a decision.

For consensus to be a positive experience in a group setting, it is best if the group has:

1)
common values and/or a basis of unity; a sense of commitment and responsibility to the group

2)
some skill in group process and conflict resolution, or a commitment to let these be facilitated.

3)
a commitment to respect the process of consensus

4)
sufficient time for everyone to participate in the process.

Main characteristics of consensus

· Decisions are always mutually agreed upon

· Members sit in a circle so everyone can see everyone else

· The input of all participants is involved in developing new proposals or synthesizing several alternative proposals

· Members raise hand to speak, wait for acknowledgment from the facilitator (no interrupting or speaking out of turn)

· All points of view are listened to attentively (each person holds part of the truth)

· Agreement is reached through a structured process of gathering information, viewpoints, and feelings

· Members speak in “I” statements – “I think”, “I feel”…

CONSENSUS PROCESS STEPS

1)
Identify the issue: what are we talking about? What are we really trying to resolve? Why are we here? It helps to do this in a way that separates the problems/questions from the personalities.

2)
Clarify: Before discussing the issue, clarify it with existing information and questions from the group

3)
Discussion: all voices should be hear; similarities as well as differences of opinion should be explored.  Different methods of discussion such as brainstorms and go-arounds should be used to bring out ideas, feelings, and concerns. Write them all down, even those that seem somewhat bizarre!

4)
Make a proposal: Anyone can make a proposal, when the group seems to be moving towards a sense of agreement.   Proposals should be clear and succinct, stated clearly.  Make it clear that you are making a formal proposal, and not brainstorming an idea.  Long proposals should be broken into several smaller ones so that individual concerns can be addressed without sacrificing the whole proposal.

5)
Address the proposal: Ask questions to clarify the proposal.  Discuss the pros and cons. State any reservations you have about it.  Add friendly amendments to modify the proposal to meet all concerns. Make sure everyone has a chance to contribute.

6)
Call for dissent: At this point the facilitator should test for consensus by first seeing if there are those who do not support the proposal – “Are there any concerns with this proposal? Any stand asides? Are there any blocks to this proposal? If there is a major objection, return to previous step.

7)
Formal consensus: Even if there is no dissent, it’s important to still call for consensus – to visually see/hear active support for the decision.  It is possible that some members are not paying attention, or not participating in the process at all, or do not feel very committed either way.  Check body language, look for twinkles, thumbs up, big smiles, etc. Get a feel for the group’s energy. State the decision and test for consensus.

At this point, everyone will have either

-
consented

-
stood aside – disagreed but let it slide

-
blocked – prevented the implementation of the proposal.

Testing for consensus
It can be helpful to test what level of support a proposal has gained by the following method.  It is a graduated straw poll, sometime called the ‘High Five’ approach. This method will help steer clear of  the trap of false consensus which assumes that silence indicates support.

The facilitator should restate the proposal, and then provides the following scale as a basis for people’s responses. The scale should be visible on a flip-chart, OHP or handout to avoid confusion.

5 
I fully support the proposal. I can give an unqualified ‘yes’

4 
I can support the proposal. It’s OK with me

3 
I can live with the proposal, although I do have some concerns about it

2
I have significant concerns about the proposal, but I will not block the group from making a 
decision (maybe because this seems to be the best decision that can be reached right now.) 
And I will not undermine the decision once taken.

1 
For whatever reasons, I cannot live with this proposal, and I want to block the decision on it.

Each person in the group then responds to the proposal indicating his or her level of support with a show of fingers on one hand. When the group largely responds with ‘4s’ and 5’s, they are probably ready to move to a decision. If there is a significant proportion of ‘2s’ and ‘3s’, this suggests a need for more discussion, as obviously does the presence of any ‘1s’.

It is useful to introduce this graduated straw poll when a discussion has started to become repetitive and people are making the same points again, even if in different ways. A quick show of hands will indicate how close the group is to reaching a decision.

If the straw poll indicates that more discussion is needed, those with concerns about the proposal (the ‘1s’, ‘2s’ and ‘3s’) can be invited to explain the problems they see with the proposal, and should be encouraged to propose changes that would address their concerns. For example, they might complete the phrase “I could live with this proposal if…”

Adapted from Conciliation Quarterly  (1993) Carolyn Schrock-Shenk and Kirsten Zerger 

IF AGREEMENT CANNOT BE REACHED

If a decision arises which an individual does not support, and it cannot be resolved through continued discussion and amendment of the proposal, all members have several options for how to proceed and voice their concerns and/or opposition to the proposal.
When the group is testing for consensus, and individual may:

1) Declare Reservations: [“I will consent but I have concerns”]

this means that you are willing to go along and support the decision, but wish to make your reservations well-known and recorded.  This is used generally for minor concerns with a proposal

2) Stand Aside: [“I do not support this decision but I won’t stop the group from implementing it… I don’t like it but I’ll go along”]

if you do not agree with the direction the group is headed in, but are not willing to prevent the group from reaching consensus, you may stand aside.  This should only be done after you have clearly stated your reasons for doing so and there has been discussion from the group regarding your concerns.

3) Declare a Block: [“I cannot/will not support this decision in any way and believe it would be a mistake for the group… This decision violates shared principles of the group or fundamental moral values of mine… This should not proceed in any way.”]

In consensus, one individual has the power to block a decision, even if it is something the rest of the group agrees to. This is important to the process so that all are empowered to affect the decisions that affect them, so there can be no tyranny of the majority – but it must be respected.  Again, reasons must be clearly stated and relevant, and a block should only come after lengthy discussion and an attempt on the part of the whole group to find alternate solutions.

REMEMBER: Just because no one blocks does not mean you have consensus.  If many people express reservations or stand aside, it may not be a viable decision and should be re-examined.  This is known as “lukewarm consensus”, and is just as desirable as a lukewarm bath.

4. Who is really welcome in our congregation? (from the Making Your Church More Inviting material)
The following list describes various types of people. By no means exhaustive, the list will help you get a clearer picture of who is really welcome in your church. On your own, place a rating beside each descriptive phrase, according to the directions given. Try to be objective about your church. You may yourself earnestly wish to welcome everybody, yet not realise how alienating your church's norms and customs are to different categories of people. One congregation visited recently in the SEC was solely comprised of women, with the exception of the organist and the priest; what does that say to a visiting man? How easy would it be for him to feel included?
Welcome rating: rate each category in one of three ways:
T for TOP         'M' for MIDDLE         'B' for BOTTOM.
People rated TOP are those who invariably receive a sincere welcome in your church.
People rated MIDDLE may or may not get a warm welcome, depending on other factors.
People rated BOTTOM are likely to have a hard time being received openly in the church.
-

Elderly single male
-

Elderly single female
-

Couple living together, not married
-

Mixed-race couple
-

Divorced person
-

Overseas student or medical trainee
-

New Age seeker
-

Extremely overweight person
-

Male with visible body tattoos
-

Female with visible body tattoos
-

Couple with a crying baby they won't leave in the nursery
-

Person with noticeable hygiene needs
-

Person who sings in a loud monotone
-

Someone who needs to talk all the time
-

Especially quiet and meek adult
-

White, articulate, well-educated, wealthy adult
-

People who are married and attend services together
-

Low-income adult without own car
-

Single middle-aged adult
-

Ageing white male with financial resources
-

Ageing white female with financial resources
-

Child of middle-income parents
-

Unaccompanied child
-

Teenager of middle-income parents
-

Adult dressed in very old-fashioned clothes
-

Single male under thirty
-

Single female under thirty
-

Unemployed adult
-

Person on income support
-

Afro-Caribbean middle-class adult
-

Children with few or no social skills
-

Person without reading skills
-

Scottish adult
-

English adult
-

Mildly physically disabled person (needing walkers, crutches)
-

Highly disabled person (in a wheelchair)
-

Person with Alzheimer’s
-

Gay male
-

Lesbian
-

Gay couple who live together
-

Person with alcohol on breath
-

Person with many teeth missing
-

Emotionally disabled person (unpredictable behaviour)
-

Adult with Downs Syndrome 
-

Smoker
-

Political liberal
-

Political conservative
-

Agnostic
-

Religious fundamentalist
-

Religious charismatic
-

Person suffering from cancer 
-

Unmarried pregnant teenager
-

Person with dirt under fingernails and unkempt hair
-

Person wearing rings through eyebrow, nose or lip
-

Female with tight, short skirt and a low-cut blouse
-

Person testing HIV-positive
-

Ex-prisoner
-

Convicted sex offender
-

Person implicated in a sex scandal
5. In Their Shoes
Exercises designed to help understand what it feels like to be a newcomer

On the Outside

Get into groups of four or more. All but one of you link arms to form a circle. The one who is not included now has to find a way to get into the group, to join. Take it in turns to be the separated person, then sit and discuss. For some it may have been easy to ask for admittance, for others not. How did it feel? Discuss other times when you have been new or when you have been excluded from a group – your first visit to an established group of some sort, finding a seat in meeting or canteen, asking for directions in a new place especially if there is a language barrier.

What Do We Call Them?

I have called this exercise ‘In their shoes?’ How appropriate do you think that is? What do you call the new folk at your church? Guest, Newcomer, Stranger, Visitor, Outsider or First-Timer? Are these terms appropriate and how does these different terms affect how we deal with the people? What might we call them and how could this affect our approach?

Decreasing Discomfort 

‘Familiarity breeds contempt’ the old saying goes. But the unknown, for us all, is unnerving. Regular attendance means we forget how ill at ease folk might feel on that first visit, especially if that visit is an important occasion like a wedding or baptism or emotionally charged like a funeral. How might we make things easier? In groups of four or more devise an exercise to use with church members that could enable them to empathize. For example, teachers are made to write with their non-dominant hand when trying to understand how it feels to learn to write. Each group can then put to their activity to the test on everyone present. Discuss together how it felt.

Communication

Communication is a two-way process. It includes sending and receiving messages. Like transmitters, we send out and pick up signals continually and in many ways. Communication starts with an idea in the sender’s mind which is converted to words or signs and becomes a message which is then conveyed to a recipient. When the receiver’s idea matches that of the sender effective communication has taken place.

There are two main types of communication, the verbal and the non-verbal. In your group try to think of examples of both. Consider these not only in the light of Sunday morning but for the entire culture of your church. What message, for example, does the church garden give? How might your tone of voice alter when addressing a family member and someone you know? They say a smile can say a thousand words, what else do we say silently as people and as a community? Remember that although we usually associate listening with our ears we receive as much information from someone’s nonverbal signs as we do the spoken ones.

Try this role play exercise. Take turns to communicate to your group the following without words:

Happiness/Sadness/Anger/Fear/Uncertainty/Fun/Excitement/ Hunger/Disappointment/Delight/Aloneness

How easy was this? Did the ‘receivers’ get them all correct?



 From A Culture of Welcome in the Local Church Alison Gilchrist Grove Books 
6. TOOLS FOR CONDUCTING DEMOGRAPHIC and COMMUNITY AUDITS
In Scotland, the Neighbourhood Statistics initiative provides statistics at the ward and postcode sector level across a number of policy areas including income, health, education, labour market and accessibility. Other statistical publications can be found on the Scottish Executive Web site at www.scotland.gov.uk/stats.
Discerning Church Vocation; a listening exercise for the local church is a resource that comes from the Springboard stable, the evangelism initiative of the Archbishops of Canterbury and York, and includes resources on mapping and listening to one’s context . Local Collaborative Ministry can send photocopies of this upon request. The LCM Workbook Listening to the Context is another resource which includes pointers for conducting a community audit.. The Manchester Diocese has published a useful parish and community audit resource pack;  www.manchester.anglican.org and follow links to Board for Ministry and Society.
Community Audit Pack; assessing the local community and its real needs is a tool that comes from Faithworks, a UK based organisation,  that helps churches “serve the needs of their local communities and positively influence society as a whole”.  This manual is designed to help your church take the first steps along the pathway to more effective community engagement, by providing you with all the necessary tools and advice to carry out a thorough audit of your community.  The Community Audit Pack enables a congregation to 
- communicate its vision for community involvement to the wider church body 

- gather relevant information and research the varying needs of the area 

- effectively analyse and interpret the results of any community research 

- take the next steps towards setting up a project for the benefit of the community

The Community Audit Pack is available to order in paper format by mail order for £6.00 or electronically by email for £4.00.  To purchase the guides online,  go to the Faithworks Resource order form. http://www.faithworks.info/index.asp

Village audit

The following questions were devised by the Commissioners of the Faith in the Countryside Report, the report of the Archbishops’ Commission on Rural Affairs, to help charges in the Church of England run a ‘parish appraisal’ in the manner of the parish audit suggested a few years previously by the Faith in the City report. They are offered here as a resource to those charges wishing to investigate the needs of their locality.  While not comprehensive, they may  in turn suggest other questions  which you need to pose in your area, about  housing, health, leisure and educational provision. 
- Who in our village has no car to use during the day?
- Who lives on their own; with or without relatives?
- How are neighbours aware of whether these people are unwell?

- Are they always alone for meals?
- How many people, and with what skills and at what age, are out of work? 
- How many younger people have stayed at school or are in higher education? What are their needs? 
- Does the local community concern itself about young people's futures, their recreation and holiday jobs?
Faith in the Countryside Report of the Archbishops’ Commission on Rural Affairs (1990) 255-56

7. Hospitality Audit
Is your church easy to find? Do you need new signs on major roads near your church? Are you in the Yellow Pages, etc? YES/NO

Is your church’s name easy to read from the road? YES/NO

Can entrances be identified easily? YES/NO

Is the general appearance, interior and exterior, including any gardens, of your church well maintained and attractive? YES/NO

Are there a few parking spots close to the building which are reserved for the disabled or visitors? YES/NO

Are pathways, the entrance, and the interior spaces of the church easy to navigate for persons in wheelchairs or with other mobility concerns? YES/NO

If you have toilets are they clean, tidy and suitably stocked? YES/NO

Is there access is there for people with disabilities? YES/NO

Are all rooms in the church clearly marked? YES/NO

Again, has access for people with disabilities been facilitated? YES/NO

Are the notice boards, inside and out, current? New people are more likely than regular members to read them. YES/NO

Are there stacks of out-of-date notice sheets, old magazines, and so on which should be discarded? YES/NO

Is current, attractive, up-to-date information about your church available to offer to new people? YES/NO

Is there sufficient lighting? YES/NO

Is provision made for children? YES/NO

Are the instructions to enable people to join the worship made clear? Remember many people have never been to any church before. YES/NO

Are large print copies of prayer books, hymn books, Bibles and handouts available? YES/NO

Is hearing amplification and a loop system available? YES/NO

Do the notices and other ‘insider’ references make guests feel excluded? YES/NO

Do people identify themselves? YES/NO

Do you have greeters positioned at the entrances to the church? YES/NO

Are greeters and sides-people prepared to welcome guests? YES/NO

Do you offer training for those who undertake this task? YES/NO

Are all members of the congregation prepared to welcome guests? YES/NO

Would training for this be helpful? YES/NO

If you provide refreshments, would a newcomer know where to go? YES/NO

Are members aware of new folk, willing to chat to and introduce them to others? YES/NO

Do you have a system whereby information about new folk can be obtained and so make follow-up possible? YES/NO

Have you interviewed people who have recently visited your church and asked them for feedback on their experience? YES/NO

Have you talked both to people who have continued to come and to some who only came once? YES/NO
8. A simple profile of children and the community

1.Take a wide piece of paper. Divide it into six columns. Head them:
a)
Children's activity

b)
Church-led group

c)
Community group

d)
Church links

e)
No connection
 f)
Not happening

2. Write every children's activity you can think of in the first column. If you are in a village, review a larger district, such as the area served by the local school. Now make a profile of the way your community provides for its children and the ways that the church contributes to it, by putting ticks in the other five
columns as appropriate.
3. Look at the church-led groups you have ticked in column b. Ask if they are going well. If they are not, ask whether they can be improved or have outlived their usefulness and should be discontinued.
4. Look at columns c and d. Note where there are church links with the existing community groups. Maybe they use church premises, or a member of the congregation is a leader or works there. These are  all opportunities. Consider whether your church could strengthen links with community groups or organizations.

5. Look at columns c and e. Are there links that you have not noticed? Maybe a member of the congregation is already involved with the community group, through his or her children. That is witness. It may be worth discussing with that person if the church can be of service to the group. If there are no links, discuss whether there is a way in which the church can make an initial contact.
6. Now look at the ticks in the last column. Can you see a place or situation where children are not being catered for, that could be of help? For example, some children may be dropped off very early before school and their families would respond to a breakfast club. There might be young parents who would value a toddler group. There may be Beavers for boys, but not Rainbows for girls. This may be because there is no demand, but it may be because nobody has thought about it or there is nobody to run it. That is for you to find out.
Building bridges
Building up relationships with the wider community and particular organizations means trust on both sides. This takes time and patience. Because Jesus' ministry was in the community, ours must be there too. Helping with children's activities that are already operating can be effective witness and more sensible than starting something new that may not be needed. Always consider working with existing church or community projects before striking out on your own.
Where Are The Children? Evangelism Beyond Sunday Morning Margaret Withers
Bible Reading Fellowship (2005)  54-55
9. Twelve-Step Planning Process for Discerning Mission Opportunities From The Indispensable Guide for Smaller Churches David Ray Pilgrim Press (2003)
This process takes seriously a church's uniqueness and how it undertakes "mission." It uses the gifts that are already present in a church and targets specific needs and opportunities. Use the process over a couple of intensive evenings, a day, or a weekend. Have someone experienced in group process guide your group. Use lots of flip-chart paper so that you can keep track of your work. 
1. Begin with some community-building around the question: what are your hopes and fears for our church and community? Or, if Jesus were to visit our community, what local or global situations or conditions would alarm or intrigue him, and what would he want to do in response?
2. Lead the group in a communal Bible study on one or two of the following texts. Choose the one(s) that you find most provocative and pertinent: 
      Amos 5, .21- 24; Matthew  5, 43-47; Luke 4, 16-21; Luke 10, 25-37; Ephesians 2, 13-15            
Discuss these questions in response to the text: 
      In general, what might God be saying through this passage?             
      Through this passage, what might God be saying to us in this particular time and place?         
      
If our church was to stake its life on this passage, what would we do and how would we do it? (Ideally 
use the Contextual Bible Study process for this study).                   
(Without getting bogged down or hurrying, work your way through the following steps and questions, being honest and creative.)
3. What is your church's present understanding of mission? How would you define it? Does this understanding of mission fit the scripture you studied?

4. What does your church see as the key reasons for its exist​ence? Or, what is its mission or calling as a church? Or, what does it believe and how does it act on its beliefs? Consider both your history and your present convictions.

5. Make a list of the ways that your church is now engaged in mission? Is there rhyme or reason to it? Is it balanced? All local? All global? Does it involve more than giving money?

6. What is unique about your church — its history, personality, style, context, and resources?

7. Answer and discuss the following four questions
•
What does your church do really well?
•
What special talents and resources are present in your midst ?

•
What issues, needs, persons do your people already care deeply about?

•
What issues and needs do your people have personal experience with?

8. In brainstorming fashion, list on flip-chart paper up to fifteen or even twenty specific needs and opportunities that surround your church. (Decide how large a geographic area you want to consider). Putting numbers in the margin, arrange them in order from the most to the least important. (Combine those that are naturally related.) 
9. As you begin to consider how you might reach out in mission, list the limiting factors or handicaps you'll need to keep in mind?

10. What resources - both physical and human, both in and outside the church - are available to you that might be used as you reach out in mission?

11. Learning from all that you've identified and decided:


What specific action are you most excited about and feel called to do?



How will you enlist others (your whole church?) to work with you?



Specifically how will you do it? What steps will you take? 


What will it cost? Where will those resources come from? Who will do it?



What help do you need (from other faith communities, the community, social services, your 

denomination)?



How soon can you start? 


What happens then and after that? 


Who will call you together and keep you on track as you proceed and when will you meet 


next?
12. End with prayer
10. A Saving Remnant. Vitality in Small Congregations Sheryl Kujawa-Holbrook Congregations Spring  2007 
Some of the smallest congregations in North America are places of subtle vitality and frequent surprises. St. Thomas’s Episcopal Church in the village of Winn, Maine, is one such congregation. St. Thomas’s has stood on a rise above the Penobscot River for 139 years, its unlocked doors welcoming all those who venture up the hill. Winn was once a bustling town with a hotel, a tannery, and a railroad station. Now a couple of hundred folk share a post office and a general store. The tiny, gothic St. Thomas’s Church draws its membership from an area roughly the size of the state of Delaware. Over the course of its ministry the congregation has mothered four other congregations, one of which remains open.

The current congregation of St. Thomas’s is now composed mostly of elders and half a dozen children. All members voluntarily contribute to the congregation’s discretionary fund, but there is wide educational and economic diversity in the congregation. Some members never finished high school, while others have graduate degrees. Some have traveled throughout the world, while others have never left the state of Maine. Some have steady employment, but others have never recovered from the closure of the paper mills. “At the altar, however, all these difference melt away,” says Carolyn W. Metzler, the congregation’s vicar. “Then people come forward, kneel - as they are able - and stretch out their open hands.” The smallness of the congregation enables Metzler to know people by their hands alone, “cupped in front of them and waiting for the holy bread. Dimpled, creased, arthritic, calloused, ringed, bony, pudgy, thumbless, tilted, open, all waiting expectantly.”

St. Thomas’s is growing in numbers and in faithfulness. The congregation is steadfast in its ministry in the community, particularly to those most in need. Sometimes this ministry is a community effort, but often it is the members themselves responding to the needs around them, often in quiet, hidden ways. Metzler describes the many signs of vitality in the congregation in terms of a spirit of “reconciliation.” Among the 35 to 50 worshippers on a typical Sunday, people with a diversity of life circumstances come together at the altar and reach out pastorally when no one has asked them. Metzler describes the congregation’s vitality as “generosity breaking out.” The signs of vitality she reports from her experiences at St. Thomas’s include the following:
· People who struggle financially but have wood left over after winter offer it to others who need it more. 

· Members of the congregation each take a week to offer Christian education to middle-school children. 

· The congregation voted to embark on a risky and costly project to secure the financial security of the next generation. 

· They spontaneously offered to host a benefit supper for someone they didn’t know and who would never join the church, but who needed help. 

· Noise made by children is not only tolerated in worship but welcomed there. 

· The congregation did not flinch but expressed compassion when a visitor shouted in a loud outburst during the prayers. 

· Seventeen “old-timers” turned out for a new member’s house blessing. 

The Faith Communities Today Project of the Hartford Institute for Religious Research states that “half of the congregations in the United States have fewer than 100 regularly participating adults and just over half are located in small town and rural settings. Indeed, a full quarter of congregations have fewer than 50 regularly participating adults, while less than 10 percent have more than 1,000.”1 Yet public perceptions of vital churches often conjure images of corporate congregations or mega-churches. Small congregations are likely to have fewer resources and consequently may face more difficulty in getting beyond a survival mentality and moving toward a recognition of what vitality means in their context, as well as a grounding in a theology of abundance.
What does small church vitality look like? To be sure, there is no single definition, and in this sense the variations on small church vitality are as numerous as the congregations themselves. Yet there is a broad consensus on factors or characteristics that contribute to small and vital congregations.

“Vitality is a quality in response to living into Christ. It may be reflected in quantity, but quality is reflected in involvement in activism—not necessarily parish activities—where members live into actions of compassion, justice, listening, and reconciliation,” says Anita Schell-Lambert, rector of St. Peter’s Church in Bennington, Vermont. “Signs of vitality in a small church which are crucial, necessary, and all-important are caring, liveliness, energy, and strength,” says Judy Krumm, a member of the same congregation.

A positive sense within the congregation about its ministry has contributed to the growth of the Church of the Good Shepherd in Houlton, Maine, located a few miles from the Canadian border. “Listening to each other is so important,” says Leslie Nesin, priest-in-charge. She also suggests that, while the congregation struggles financially, the positive spirit within the community makes it easier to close that gap. Congregation members choose to live in a “spirit of abundance,” donate what they can financially, and contribute of their time and talents in innumerable ways to cover the needs of the church.

Other small and vital congregations report similar experiences. Over 200 people from across the region assisted the congregation of St. Martin’s in Palmyra, Maine after a fire destroyed the church building in April 2006. Lev Sherman, the priest of the congregation, attributes the response to the fire to “the incredible level of involvement” in the larger community of the 50 or so members of the congregation. “If someone in the community gets laid off or loses a house, we are there to help,” he says.

Samuel J. Wylie, the late bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Northern Michigan, suggested that the norm in style and size for the Christian life is the small community, and others should take smallness, or simplicity, as the model. Wylie’s ecclesiology is based more in the first, radically equal, Spirit-filled Christian house communities than current church structures. “A saving remnant was what God used to achieve salvation. And the Savior is assigned a stable instead of a palace and Bethlehem instead of Jerusalem for a birthplace and Nazareth for a home. … ‘Small,’ for many of us, suggests words like puny, mean, isolated. For Jesus it meant the mustard seed that grew to great and expansive measure,” he writes.2
The capacity for vitality in small congregations is the focus in a recent study of St. Magnus, a congregation in Scotland’s Shetland Islands, undertaken by Elaine Cameron. Cameron’s work points to the importance of theological education models that are congregational-based rather than based on individual learning. “The curriculum,” she notes, “is both content and process, and it engages head, heart, and imagination, aiming to make connections between faith and life more permeable.” Cameron also suggests that the way the congregation perceives its mission within its context is critical. “St. Magnus has been asking questions about what they should be doing in a good sequence For example: In this place, what is mission? What ministry does this require? How do we enable maximum participation? What do we learn in reflecting on the process?3
For many small congregations, however, unhelpful perceptions about what a church “ought” to be and the resulting low self-esteem can seriously impede any meaningful discernment about mission and ministry. Small congregations often feel diminished when their community life is compared to the extensive music programs, graded education programs, and active youth groups of larger congregations. Many small congregations face the inability to pay for full-time clergy as a trauma and yet another indication that they are in decline. As concern for survival sets in, the focus of the congregation shifts inward, and along with this shift is a de-emphasis on the type of energy, creativity, and commitment that is likely to attract new membership. As the focus of the congregation and leadership base narrows in a congregation, it is not uncommon for one or two strong personalities with unhealthy and unmet emotional needs to take over, making it even more difficult for the congregation to regain its lost vitality. Leaders in such congregations are often continually struggling to balance constant demands and maintaining crises, with little time for their own personal and spiritual development.

T. Sammie Wakefield, a member of St. Andrews-in-the-Valley in Tamworth, New Hampshire, who also has experience in a small congregation in West Texas, suggests five signs that indicate a lack of vitality in a small congregation: 

· Policies are not written down, so “how we do it” is known to only a few. 

· One or two people do everything (closely related to the bullet point above)

· “Idols” are made of a part of the church, such as an organ, the layout of the sanctuary, a certain translation of scripture, etc. 

· There is an undercurrent of troublemaking, such as the circulation of petitions, secretive behavior, etc. 

· The congregation sees its main function as supporting the physical plant as a sort of historical monument or museum rather than as a center for ministry and mission. 

The Pastoral Excellence Project of the Episcopal Divinity School in Cambridge, Massachusetts, funded through Lilly Endowment Inc., strives to support small congregations in northern New England and throughout North America through ministry development focused on strengthening the ministry of the baptized. The overall goals of the project seek to free small congregations from culturally dictated standards of viability; to free ministry development from the culture of clericalism; and to shape a vision of theological education that is nonhierarchical and committed to the formation of the whole people of God. Since its inception four years ago the project has been in contact with a wide variety of small congregations, many in remote communities.

In the northeastern United States and Canada many small communities have experienced significant out- migration and financial decline due to the departure of industries that traditionally supported the people in the area for generations. For such congregations the prospect for significant numerical growth is modest or nonexistent, and places such as St. Thomas’s Episcopal Church learn to measure vitality and growth in terms other than the strictly numerical.

James Pratt, vicar of St. Alban’s in Sally’s Cove, Newfoundland, a village with 22 year-round residents, where “making do” is a way of life, says visitors to the congregation notice immediately how welcoming it is, especially when members greet the visitors first. The people of St. Alban’s have lost most of the physical signs of their community—school, post office, and general stores—hence “they strive hard to keep the one sign they have left, their church.”

Pastor John Olsson, III, who serves two other small congregations in Western Newfoundland, notes the importance of shared leadership. “At present,” he says, “we are in the process of working a strategic plan for each congregation so that folks realize that they do in fact have a say in the creation of their own future, rather than just sitting idly back and letting the future happen to them.”

While the sentiment that bigger is always better does not unilaterally apply to the realities of small congregations, it is important to note that there are, in fact, situations where such communities can and do grow numerically. One such congregation is St. David’s Episcopal Church in Page, Arizona, a tourist town located on the edge of the desert and a dam on Lake Powell. The next largest town is about 130 miles away. Most of the economy depends on the dam, fishing, and boating, and in the off season there is high unemployment. When Page was founded in the late 1950s the government gave land to establish churches, the result of which is 12 churches of different denominations that stand in a line on the town’s main street.

When Steven and Jean Keplinger arrived in Page six years ago St. David’s was barely open. Six members kept the church going. Some negative publicity focused on the new minister’s prophetic preaching attracted some folk to the congregation shortly after the Keplingers arrived. St. David’s now has a membership of approximately 160, mostly due to the congregation’s commitment to take on the hard work of social ministry in a community of great need. “It can be hard to do in a depressed town,” says Steve Keplinger, “but we refuse not to live in abundance anymore. We will not buy into any scarcity.”

Today St. David’s is known for its extensive social ministries and creative worship. The social ministries began with the congregation’s membership “looking outward” and a sense that they could help “fill the gaps” for the people of the area. A food pantry was considered the most pressing need in the community, so the church started one. The congregation’s feeding programs now provide food for 1,500 to 1,600 people per month in a town of 7,000. The original food pantry has now been augmented by a soup kitchen, a counseling center, and financial aid programs. The outreach of the congregation is sustained through the prayer and worship of its members.

St. David’s celebrates its Episcopal identity expansively and reaches out to people beyond traditional denominational boundaries. The congregation created new seasonal liturgies and strives to shape its life of prayer and worship in response to the life of the wider community. “The liturgy speaks to who we are in this place,” says Steve Keplinger. “We have got to get beyond studying liturgy and speak to people where they are.” Keplinger admits that it is a challenge to regularly plan worship that is creative, innovative, and nurturing to people of many different tastes. Like many small congregations, providing a variety of musical styles remains a challenge. Importantly, St. David’s continues to look for ways to grow and to change, including building relationships with the nearby Navaho community.

Jim Kelsey, bishop of the Episcopal Diocese of Northern Michigan, maintains that for small congregations to become “ministering communities” there must be a transformation. “Our professional leaders (clergy) need to shift their stance from being ministry deliverers to becoming ministry developers. This is a different job description and it calls for different gifts than we might be looking for in a charismatic, lone-ranger parish priest, who is the best preacher and liturgist, the most compassionate pastor, the most efficient administrator, the most dynamic youth leader, and the most prophetic community developer, and so forth. Instead we are looking for people who are excited about teaching others to preach, to teach, to plan and to lead worship, to offer mutual care, use their gifts for ministry at home, in the neighborhood, and the workplace, and within the church community gathered.”

“We are no longer a cruise ship, where the professional crew serves the passengers as clients,” Kelsey explains. “We are now a cargo ship, in which everyone on board has a share in the mission of the vessel. No one is a passenger. Everyone’s gifts and experiences are utilized to help accomplish the work we share.”

Just as this transition from “consumer-based” religion to “participatory ecclesiology” requires solid support of the ministries of all the baptized, seminaries, too, need to become centers for ministry development. “Seminaries must not only prepare students for small parish ministry, they must become more skilled in educating their graduates to become ministry developers as a matter of course,” suggests Fredrica Harris Thompsett, co-director of the Pastoral Excellence Project. “Given the number of small congregations in the U.S. and Canada, graduating seminarians without particular skills suitable for small congregations lacks educational integrity.” Both Kelsey and Thompsett agree that it is past the time when small congregations should try to imitate large congregations (“cathedral syndrome”) and consequently attempt to do many things and end up doing them poorly. Instead, small congregations need to discern their calling and their passion and thus do the things they can do well. “These techniques hardly guarantee the transformation we yearn for,” says Kelsey, “but we sure do have examples of congregations whose vitality is measured not by their statistical growth but by growth in the spirit, in vision, in mission, in a common life which nurtures and nourishes them, one and all.”

1.Carl Dudley and David Roozen, “Topical Findings,” Faith Communities Today (Hartford Institute for Religion Research, 2001), www.fact.hartsem.edu/researchfindings.htm.

2.Samuel J. Wylie, The Celebration of Smallness (Marquette: Diocese of Northern Michigan, 1995), 2nd ed., 6–8.

3.“Theological Education with the Laity: The Study of One Congregation’s Experience of Local Collaborative Ministry,” Pittsburgh Theological Seminary, D. Min. Thesis, May 2006. 
















