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Introduction

During my sabbatical in the Autumn of 2004 I have travelled 5,000 miles and sat down with seventy leaders, mostly in Wales, to look at the prospects for church planting / church renewal in Wales in the next decade.  The leaders I spoke to were for the most part people who have been involved in church planting, would like to, or have an interest in doing so.  It was not an exhaustive list, but restricted by time.

In order to give some shape to our talks I asked seven questions : 
1.
How do you see the prospects for church planting today in Wales?

2.
Why have so many church plants struggled?

3.
Do you think the greatest need is for 

a.
partnership with existing/struggling churches?


b.
re-planting closed chapels?

c.
new plants entirely?

4.
How would new plants be best begun?

5.
How should church plants be supported / connected?

6.
What networks are there that are able to provide this ‘connection’?

7.
What place do you see for ‘apostolic team’?

I promised to write a summary of the discussions and to circulate it with some pointers forward.  This booklet does this, and also raises what I see as the major challenges facing us.

I am sorry that I have not been able to circulate it in Welsh for Welsh speakers, but I am in the last days of my sabbatical as I write it, with no time to give it to someone to translate.  It might also need revision and adjustment for a Welsh context, which can be done when I have people’s comments, and if Welsh speakers feel it would be helpful to do so.

I have inserted a wide variety of quotes without saying whose opinions they represent because that might distract from the point, and because I did not have their permission!

You may want to talk to others about the issues raised [further copies available] or comeback to me with criticisms, comments or suggestions if you feel there is more to be done.   

David Ollerton

Rhiwbina, Cardiff






December 2004
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The Prospects

Expectations vary depending on perspective.  The majority of leaders were not confident of much progress in the short term.  Most saw the prospects as decidedly bleak.  They pointed to :

o
An unhealthy sense of parochialism, with concern for the particular leader’s ‘city’ or ‘valley’ or ‘area’, but rarely for the Nation.  As a result the majority of leaders are more or less unaware of the state of things outside their immediate sphere of concern.  The lack of awareness leads to no sense of concern or responsibility for the rapid decline in Welsh speaking areas, or the almost total absence of  Gospel witness in the vast area  from Brecon to Bala apart from Aberystwyth, Newtown and Lladrindod.  The list of towns currently without a vibrant Gospel church is growing : Llandovery, Builth Wells, Llanwtyd Wells, Rhayadr, Machynlleth, Dolgellau etc.  Many churches send teams to Romania, Uganda and beyond [for good reason!] but not to one of the most un-evangelised parts of Europe, which is their back yard!

o
The handicap of competitiveness between groups and churches leads to little effective cooperation.  There are many individual initiatives but rarely with an inclusive ‘kingdom’ mindset.  Churches and groups in Wales are very ‘tribal’.  This is in part the result of geography, but also to a large extent due to suspicion, prejudice and jealousy.  The major groupings of evangelicals, whether in the historic denominations [Anglican, Baptist, Presbyterian etc.] or others [Elim, Apostolic, AECW, FIEC, AoG, etc.] tend to work exclusively within their own stream.  The group that could be said to think nationally are the Evangelical Anglicans, largely through the influence of St Michael’s Aberystwyth and the ‘Flames of Fire’ Conference.  The lack of such a ‘National Connection’ that can coordinate and give vision was seen as the most significant factor in our current difficulties.  ‘There is a desperate need.  We need a programme for the next 30 years’, ‘We need structures that produce futures’.
o
Years of decline and discouragement have undermined our confidence in the Gospel to save, and for the church to break new ground. There is a chronic lack of vision. Most groups  and denominations are struggling to maintain what they have, or to slow the rate of decline, in largely elderly congregations.  ‘Advance’ is not on our agenda.  ‘There has been a dripping tap of disappointment’.  ‘Church plants can only be done out of strength’.
o
The larger churches in the cities and larger towns are seen by some as ‘draining wide areas’ and making it even harder for those struggling in small works in the Valleys and beyond.  ‘We need to see a change of attitude in the ‘City Churches’ ….a wider sense of responsibility’.  In a day of ‘consumers’ it is undeniable that larger churches with full programmes for children, youth, and even entertainment, have a great attraction to families who will often travel great distances to get there.  The personal cost of pioneering or planting is just not part of our consumerist church culture.

o
The ‘chapel model’ [‘minister’, pews and formal service] is so ingrained in the mindset of church and society that most new initiatives tend to follow its pattern.. The problem is that as an expression of church it has been failing for more than a hundred years.  ‘There will be no future without a willingness to transition to a new format’, ‘We need a new expression of church in the nation’, ‘We need to get away from chapel culture’, 
o
‘The prospects are only as good as potential leaders’.  This was an oft repeated perspective.  At the present time there are very few people being trained and equipped for church planting / renewal specifically for Wales.  Many of the most able young leaders are still being drawn across the border.  Some of the stronger individual churches are developing leaders, but not with Wales’ needs specifically in view.  Training institutions in Wales have a low proportion of Welsh students.  

Others who look to what is happening in heaven, rather than on earth, are more upbeat!  They see church planting developments as inevitable :


‘Same as always!’ or ‘There are plenty of opportunities!  Have people got the heart?’  

Many felt that there were already enough scattered Christians in most areas to pull together to make a start.  The chapels of the heydays of Welsh Nonconformity grew out of seiadau : small meetings in homes for prayer, Bible study, pastoral care, and outreach. [Some wish they had not ‘developed’ into chapels!]  Howell Harris, as did others,  started hundreds of such small groups and with others travelled continuously to support, order and teach them.  The same model would seem to be ideally suited for today, and would dispense with a dependence on buildings and traditional forms.  


Several felt that current 15-20 year olds show much more desire for radical expressions of church and respond well to a vision to see it happen.  Some have expressed a willingness to move and settle in needy areas.  


After years of static population Wales is now seeing communities change as people move home much more often.  In England it is estimated that 10% move every year [5% locally] and there is clear evidence that people are more open to new ideas at times of transition.  This is bringing many English speaking Christians into Wales who are beginning to form a new core for local evangelical groups.  This, however, is not good news for Welsh speaking areas, and could be seen as a disaster in that it makes Welsh speaking people even more defensive and suspicious of change by undermining the language and culture.  ‘There are good prospects because there is a real openness and hunger’.  

There was a strong feeling that new church plants need to be led by God, not splits, pride or personal ambition.  However the Lord Jesus will build His church, and we need to be ready to respond to His lead.  


New churches, or renewed churches, will need help from outside their area.  There was some disagreement about how this would work.  Most felt that new works, to succeed, would need to be indigenous and very sensitive to Wales’ distinctives, and not clones transplanted from other areas or nations.  Others were encouraged and confident about initiatives and support received from outside Wales [Newfrontiers, Pioneer, FIEC etc., from England, and others linked to groups in the US or South Africa].  

The implications
For the most part these are self evident.  The need for a ‘Wales –Wide connection’ will be considered more fully later.  

A willingness to develop a corporate vision, strategy, network, and to rediscover evangelical unity is essential.  This needs to be across divides of style, denomination, and charismatic emphasis so that secondary doctrines and issues do not cloud or frustrate primary ones.
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why church plants struggle

Relections on this were limited because not everyone had first hand experience, but the responses followed some clear patterns :

1.
Church plants can be started for all the wrong reasons!  If God is not leading then success is unlikely, and a lot of pain is probable!   [Though there is pain both ways!]

2.
Church plants / renewals must work sensitively with what is already there.  A lack of relationship and respect for what already exists will cause problems later.  It was thought that too many groups coming into Wales see it as ‘virgin territory’ or as a ‘little annex’.  They need a ‘local connection’, a ‘Man of Peace’ [Luke 10:6] who will open their home and be a bridge to others in the community.  Church must be ‘incarnational – living and doing in the community’.   

3.
Once again the lack of network, connection, support, finance, input, accountability etc., with others outside the situation was seen as a major cause of weakness.  Having wise and experienced counsel would give necessary ‘building experience’.  Lack of proper training, mentoring, shadowing, preparation, and ongoing input can lead to inadequate foundations.  There are not many ‘fathers’ prepared to father [1 Cor.4:15].  In some cases new works have struggled because of a conscious rejection of strong external connections.  Bad experiences in previous denominations have led to an over-emphasis on ‘autonomy’.  However, one church planter commented wryly  ‘I am getting tired of my autonomy’.  In the New Testament apostolic, prophetic, evangelistic, pastoral and teaching ministries seem to have been made available on an ongoing basis.  It is difficult to argue that Wales in its un-churched condition needs anything less.  

4.
The intransigence of older leaders, insecurity, lack of servant-hood etc. mean that too many new beginnings are lost through leadership clashes.   Moral failures among leaders are also catastrophic in a small group.

5.
Church plants need a called, driven and divinely envisioned leader with entrepreneurial skill and leadership faith.  ‘The right leader for the ‘soil’.  ‘It takes special skill to be a pioneer’. ‘New churches gather round the leader’  There is no successful church plant in Wales run by a committee.  Too many agendas among leaders can ensure failure.  Developing such leaders is a critical need.  In a day of secular management principles, company structures and leadership fads it is easy to rely on them for foundations as well as structures rather than a careful application of Biblical principles.  Values need to be clear.

6.
Because of the sacrifices involved, groups and leaders often tire and become disillusioned when the initial flush of excitement has passed.  This is the case when ‘founders’ move away, often for legitimate reasons.  Inflated, romantic, or impractical expectations will not last long. 

7.
Church plants / renewals are breaking into areas where the devil has had things his own way.  There will be attacks.  There is a spiritual warfare.  Prayer is to under-gird everything before the start and thereafter.

8.
Being a church plant from a ‘parent’ church can produce ‘cloning’ where the new church is a smaller version of the ‘parent’, not a fresh expression for a new situation.  ‘Parents’ can cling, control and interfere!  Several felt that is was also best to have more than one source of help, as ‘parents can dominate and strangulate’.  ‘Support is best  through a team, there is often tension with ‘mother’.  On the other hand, in some situations the new work can be weaned off prematurely.  A ‘cut off date’ for financial self sufficiency of three or four years might be unrealistic and lead to decline.  Isolation, low numbers and low resources in a rural area may call for long-term connection.  Some churches believe the idea of ‘congregations’ of the central church is preferable to church plants. 

9.
Church plants in rural areas run into real difficulties if they hold a narrow theological base that excludes other evangelicals.  A willingness to keep ‘secondary doctrines’ as secondary is essential.  There is already enough prejudice  against the name ‘evangelical , especially in Welsh speaking areas, without having evangelicals prejudiced against each other.

10.
In the New Testament churches were planted by a team. Too small a core, and the lack of certain ministries [musical, children, youth…] will make for prolonged struggles.  Church planting ‘on our own’ must be a ‘minority activity’.

11.
Very often new churches attract more than their fair share of people with problems. ‘Heavy weather people’, ‘transfer nutters’[!], who have been either detached, disaffected or discontented for some time.  All the available resources of the leaders are then drawn into ‘repair’ and the outward-looking evangelistic emphasis is very difficult to sustain.  Church plants can very easily become inward looking, defensive and defeatist.

12.
Although ‘church’ is ‘the people’ and small groups are the essential building blocks, many new churches have struggled without a building that can be used as a community and outreach facility and provide a home base. 

The implications
These are not reasons to do nothing!  They point to good practice and the need for the right foundations in any work.  

We will only learn how to plant churches by planting churches.  We ‘need to do it to grow muscles’.  We learn by doing.  Making a start is essential.
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Renew, Re-plant, or 

New plant ?

The ‘planting’ options of partnership with an existing group, or re-planting closed chapels or starting new plants entirely, brought a general agreement that all were possible depending on the particular situation.  Each option had its benefits and draw-backs.

Something of a distinction could be drawn between ‘planting’ as opposed to ‘pioneering’.  In ‘planting’ it is normally assumed that a leader with a group of ‘founders’ would be living in the community where the new plant is to be based.  These ‘founders’ might move with the leader from the sending church or network, or they might be gathered from the area either from other churches or because they were not currently attending a church for a variety of reasons.  In such cases a core group of between twenty and forty was recommended, with the required cross-section of abilities and gifts.  

A ‘pioneering’ church might be just an individual or couple, or couples, moving into a community to start literally from scratch.  Support may come from outside for such a ‘missionary’ approach, but either way it is a very lonely and up-hill route.  With a ‘pioneer’ the ‘green field’ new plant may be the only option.

The problem with the ‘green field’, whether the leader starts on their own or with a large group moving house with them, is that they will be perceived as strangers / incomers in the community they move to.  In an urban context with a mobile population this will not be any more difficult than for existing churches that have been there for decades, in that they will both first have to identify and locate the urban ‘community’ they are seeking to reach.  In rural communities with a static population, whether town or village, the challenge will be much greater.  The cultural and language differences might be almost insuperable without a significant set of miracles.  In such Welsh communities people can be ‘incomers’ for generations, and in Welsh language areas where most of the population are nominally connected to a chapel of their forebears any new church would be regarded as a cult.  The present exceptions to this are in Criccieth where the new church is building on 100 years of CSSM / Scripture Union Beach Mission work with children in the town, and Porthmadog where a fellowship grew out of the Christian Mountain Centre which had built up some credit and presence in the community for years.  Having said that the early church, and even the ministry of Jesus Himself, was regarded with such suspicion and rejection by the ‘establishment’.  Biblically the religious people resisted Jesus.  Tax collectors were attracted to Jesus.  Therefore building on a tradition of phariseeism is not helpful.  ‘Jesus did not settle with Pharisees.  He would have been a cult in the village instead’. 

The benefits of a fresh ‘green field’ site is that foundations of doctrine, order, values and vision can be set without confusion or compromise.   The traditional groups that are still in an area may hinder future growth.  Jesus kills churches!  Finishes them off!!  [Rev.2:5] 

The ‘Re-plant’ on a ‘brown field site’ overcomes some of these disadvantages.  The new church would be seen as a continuation of what had been there before and some loyalties may come with the building.  It would give a recognisable base for the new work and at the same time provide facilities for community activity and outreach.   In traditional communities people might come to a chapel building for special events who would not go to a church event in a home or a village hall.  That is the theory.  Interestingly, this model was the least favoured option as it is perceived as the worst of both worlds.  ‘Chapel is irrelevant and alien to this generation’, ‘92% are outside’  ‘Poisoned ground’.  Several leaders currently planting said that under no circumstances would they make use of an old chapel building.  One who has taken an old chapel building  said that the normally expressive and enthusiastic worshippers were muted and passive for weeks as the chapel atmosphere suffocated them!

The partnership approach was generally the most favoured by those who had not tried to church plant!  The idea of joining an existing group of Christians and breathing new life into it sounds very attractive.  The new church would have a building, community roots, and people!  The main problem with this approach is ‘If I hasn’t grown in 100 years what will make it grow now?’  If the small church is stuck with legalism, style, control, politics, gossip….. it will take some leader to move it from its dysfunctional patterns.  What is more the very expression of chapel is more and more irrelevant, even in traditional rural communities.  Equally, we must also not assume the ‘chapel / village hall on Sunday’ model is right for tomorrow’s church.  

The implications
What works in one situation would struggle in another, even in a small country like Wales.  The farther North and West the harder it will be to ‘parachute in’ and start something completely new.  

If there is a chapel that is willing to transition to a new expression of church that is biblical and viable [and there are some, thankfully, in Welsh and English speaking] then every effort should be made to support the painful changes.

Perhaps the greatest need in other areas is to gather into small groups the genuine believers scattered over an area, and then establish the new foundations of doctrine, order, values and vision without confusion or compromise.  This will take us back to New Testament patterns, patterns that worked so well across Wales in the Eighteenth Century when the church in Wales was established into every village and hamlet - a network of small group seiadau, meeting in homes, and supported by travelling ministries.  These may develop into churches in their own right, be a ‘satellite’ of another church, or remain in embryo for a long period until the spiritual climate of the land changes for the better.  
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How to Start

This chapter will appear as something of a check-list as I set out the various approaches and steps suggested.  Some will be inappropriate in particular areas [or all areas!], but together they form something of a template that may help us think through a process.

There is clearly a different methodology needed in a ‘Church Plant’ where a significant number of ‘founder members’ are involved from the start, as opposed to a ‘Pioneer mission’ where a couple or two settle in an area to start from scratch.  Most recommended starting from a strong base!  However, many of the principles apply to both.  


Identifying God’s purpose, call, plan and schedule are clearly the highest priority.  The time must be right as well as the place.  Motives must be right, not least that the initiative is done because of God’s leading, and not for a secondary reason.  Making worship and prayer the primary preparation for everything else will help in this.


A thorough understanding of the area concerned : population make up and trends, churches past and present, language and culture, social issues, felt  needs, other ‘spiritual’ influences etc.,  will help with orientation and give insights into the expression and outreach of the church.  Some have done a ‘Field Test’ door to door to get a sense of what the perceived needs of the area are.  If ‘need based evangelism’ is to be adopted this research is essential.   Where there are other churches and chapels still meeting in the area a respectful and honourable approach will only help.  Unnecessary alienation will not help the cause.


Most new plants will meet first in homes.  Some will develop on a ‘cell’ model and only rarely meet in hired halls.  The small group is the place to build community, establish strong friendships, relationships and trust, pray, apply the Scriptures, express practical as well as pastoral care, develop gifts, and build a sense of ownership and vision.  Some church plants had a period of ‘pre-church’ for up to a year where foundational doctrines, values, relationships, training and vision were firmly established before the group went ‘public’ with all the ensuing demands and extra responsibilities.  Building on an inadequate foundation is asking for trouble.  ‘Go public only when ready’.  

One leader who has planted a number of thriving church plants in England has strict criterion to be satisfied before a plant can begin weekly Sunday services :

Regular attenders  30+ people committed to weekly attendance.


Members : 10+ people either members of the sending church, or willing to become members on the first weekly Sunday service.


Musicians : Music Co-ordinator [member] and 2+ musicians who will play regularly.


Children’s Co-ordinator [member] and children’s workers for Crèche / Sunday School.


Committed pray-ers : To regularly pray for the work.


Ground Crew : 2+ people willing to set up equipment on Sundays.


Adequate staff as agreed.

The provision of good musical support for worship was seen by several as a key element to facilitate un-distracted worship and to avoid ‘cringe’ for visitors.  


The ‘Pre-church’ / foundation period will be particularly important where the church plant is seeking to gather scattered believers in an area.  Such believers will all come with their own expectations, baggage and preferences.   ‘Build with what is there’ is easier said than done.  It will call for great leadership skill, patience and vision.  It is all too easy for the evangelistic purpose for the new church to be lost in the problems, crises and conflicts of the Christians!   Maintaining an outward orientation will only happen by persistent choice.    ‘The DNA of the church must be established’.  ‘Discipleship will be needed to purge the ‘religious model’.  

Where the ‘Plant’ is situated within reach of a ‘parent’  church the resources of that church could be used to help with some of the pastoral load.  The link with the ‘parent’ might be prolonged to provide needed resources and wider contact, though this in itself has its own dangers, and could lead to a drift back, or to an undesired dependence.  


When a ‘plant’ ‘goes public’ as a congregation out side homes [if that is considered desirable and possible], it is generally seen as an opportunity for raising profile and gathering Christians who have got detached from church life.  Such a ‘launch’ is seen as a unique opportunity to attract and gather people as to a ‘shop window’.  On these occasions Christians from other churches are asked to be involved to give a sense of scale and significance.  For many people ‘looking in’ a critical mass of people is important. ‘Otherwise it could be perceived as naff’ Therefore don’t go ‘live’on a Sunday too early.  It takes a lot of energy and resources, which should be used carefully’ .  ‘Start well, with an impression of significance’.  One ‘parent’ church sends a ‘catalyst team’ of 20 people along with the ‘planting team’ for the first six months to do the children’s work and much of the ‘set up’ so that the local ‘planting team’ can be free to concentrate on meeting visitors and building people not structures.  An excellent idea!


Any church plant that is to grow must find ways to make the Gospel known, and seen to be relevant to people’s lives.  It is all too easy to rely on the transfers and restorations that led to initial growth –‘the Freebee Growth’.   Evangelism has been done in a variety of ways :


Through community contact, conversations or visitation to find a ‘Man of Peace’ [see page 9] who will allow their home to be used for evangelistic Bible study.


Evangelistic courses such as Alpha or Christianity Explored.

Luncheon Clubs, Harvest Suppers, St David’s Day dinners…. Outreach meals.


A Tent Crusade.


Youth outreach, sports outreach, Kids Klub etc.


A ‘Prayer and Healing’ mission.


‘Open Home’ on a Friday for hospitality, friendship, social contact and relaxation [eat a curry, watch a video etc.] to build friendship bridges for the Gospel’.


Contact and involvement in the community has been expressed in a whole variety of ways : 


Literature, notices in shops, articles to local papers and radio stations, web site, etc.


 School assemblies, classes and after-school clubs.


‘Mums and Tods’ group


‘Parenting Classes’


Community activities : Keep Fit, I.T., Cyber Café, Arts and Crafts group, a community choir…


Mercy / compassion programmes to serve the poor. 


Counselling and support services :Drugs, Debt , marriage etc.


The appointing of a ‘full-time’ leader from the start, and the finding and re-furbishing of a building as a base / facility are a priority to some and definitely not to others.  What is clear from what I have seen and read is that the plants that have been the most effective, and grown the strongest, had both these resources, though the best buildings are generally not former chapels.    ‘You can get too comfortable in a home’.  A fully supported leader, with authority to lead, can give the time needed to people and community contact.  They can develop vision, and avoid the worst of infighting as different agendas, priorities and characters settle down to united effort.   Assured support for a full-time leader for five years would allow for long term planning and also protect the family, but few ‘parent’ churches can carry such a cost, and if they did it would prevent further initiatives in the period.  

The implications
There is not a ‘right way’ to start that fits all situations, but there is a right way to start for each individual situation, and that way must be found.  Finding that right way is the responsibility of the leader, the leaders, and those involved in the church plant.  It is also something that the ‘parent’ church can advise on, as well as others with specialist ministries [Eph.4:11] who may have a wider role, experience and insight.  There wider connections play a crucial role.
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How to Connect

The most common form of support for a ‘plant’ comes from a ‘parent’ church, often by releasing members, financial support [in ‘set-up’ costs and sometimes in initial running costs, especially staff], a supply of preachers, musicians, specialist advice and ministry etc.  ‘Local churches which plant out locally are near enough to help’.   The ‘Plant’ may move very quickly to ‘autonomy’, or may be ‘congregations’ for a long period before separating, or may be permanent satellites.   

Three successful English models were looked at in detail.  The first had up to nine ‘satellites’ with little expectation of further development where the leader, if not all the congregation, were expected in the ‘parent’ church for one service in order to keep the same vision, passion and direction from the Lord.  All the leaders meet weekly for mutual support, prayer, accountability and direction.   With thousands of people attending the centre and hundreds in the satellites it gave food for thought!

The second had several congregations moving towards ‘autonomy’ within their own network and another that was expected to stay as a congregation.  The staff met together to plan and pray and work in an accountable framework.  The diagram below is from their ‘Vision for the Future’ document’. The early Welsh Baptists led by John Miles in Ilston has a structure very similar to this.

The third model was an extensive network of churches led by an ‘apostolic team’ of leaders.  They have planted over two hundred new churches in the UK in the last five years, though not yet in Wales.   In their work the Plant is connected to the Team not the ‘parent’ church to avoid cloning, control or over-dependence.  The Plants are resourced from a parent initially and then given a high level of authority and responsibility to get on with planting. They are at the same time accountable, resourced and encouraged by a team of church leaders willing to give a proportion of their time to other churches as well a their own.

These English networks are increasingly described as ‘emerging apostolic centres, with a team formed around a leader who gives that team its characteristics’.  

Some have suggested ‘a Network of Interdependence’ where people in similar situations help each other.  ‘Carve Wales up and let the churches get on with it!’  This would certainly be a peer group, but may lack the needed experience, resources and time availability.  It is also unlikely to reach out into hitherto un-reached areas.

 Church plants in Wales have not had the benefit of such support from connections.  For most it has been a real struggle, without the desired support.  The desire is for relational support, from fathers and those with experience and appropriate gifting and call.  The relationship desired is seen in Paul’s ministry in 1 Thess.2:8 : ‘We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us.’   This is all about helping those on the front line ‘to battle’.

There is also the need to be part of a ‘larger family’, to give the bigger picture and to avid an overwhelming feeling of isolation.  ‘Insularity is poison’.  Some patterns and practices are worth repeating :


A weekly phone call from an experienced leader who is a personal friend.


For this leader, and others, to visit the church 3x a year to speak to the church, meet leaders and help with the appointment of new leaders.


A visit by a leader or group of leaders every three months to own the situation but not to control it, to teach , envision, support values, and develop gifts’.  


To pay for the ‘plant’ leaders to come for a week of training, conference or input by other leaders.


A sounding board at any time.  ‘Personal issues can cloud the wider vision’.
There is no desire for a rigid structure that would control and ‘lord it’ centrally.  Such would too easily represent an empire without relationships, a new mini-denomination.  Any accountability should be voluntary : ‘Only ‘over’ if you want them to be’.

The implications
I sense that much of our current weakness is due to a few key causes :

As I said earlier [page 5] Evangelicals in Wales [by which I mean Christians and churches who hold to Biblical inerrancy and orthodox historical creeds] are chronically divided along ‘tribal’ lines :



My Denomination / others






Denominational / Non-denominational




Charismatic / Non-Charismatic





Reformed / Arminian






Traditional / Contemporary






Welsh / English







North / South








Urban / Rural

In the days when Evangelicals were persecuted by strong and confident theologically Liberal leaders and churches [happily such is largely a thing of the past as Liberals decline faster than Evangelicals] evangelicals stood and worked together, keeping a unity based on essentials, and not shattered by emphasising secondary matters.  Sadly, that is no longer the case.  There are high levels of suspicion, separation and slur.  These divisions make it virtually impossible to plant new churches in rural areas without these differences leading to division.  A luxury such areas cannot afford.

2.
Few leaders in Wales have a sense of ‘the church in the land of Wales’ [I do not mean ‘The Church in Wales’!] There is little sense of ‘nation’, or national concern.  Sadly, the lack of ‘nation’ all too evident in Welsh rugby, politics and society is no less evident in Welsh churches, leaders and Christians.  Only recently have new institutions such as the Assembly, the Millennium Stadium and Millennium Centre begun to give a sense of a ‘whole’ that is greater than the ‘parts’.  There is an urgent need for Welsh churches to give a lead.  Who else is going to be concerned whether there is a sound, healthy and growing church in Llandovery, Builth Wells, Rhayadr, Machynlleth, Dolgellau, or in the Valleys?

3.
It is clear that Wales needs ‘a new expression of church in the nation’, but it also needs a new ‘connection’ between churches and leaders to achieve it.

What connection?

The sixth question I asked was ‘What networks are there that are able to provide this ‘connection’?   Are there networks / groups / associations of this nature operating in Wales at the moment?  The answers were relatively brief and all in the negative.  There are no churches or groups in Wales, as far as the respondents were concerned, operating on anything like these principles: with the same scale, vision or success.  Some suggested agencies that could develop such a role, but we may need to learn from situations outside Wales in order to make the transition, even if that [perish the thought!] is England.

The denominational groupings, including recent networks and associations are, for the most part, preoccupied with preventing further decline.  Denominational loyalties are also so strong that it is often difficult to look beyond them or to sustain ‘dual allegiances’.  The English wing of the Welsh Baptists are seeking to appoint a ‘Church Life Secretary’ to look at church planting as well as renewal, but this will cover South and West Wales essentially, and only within the denomination.

Other churches are linked directly to networks in England or farther afield.  Assemblies of God churches in North Wales travel to Stoke on Trent for regional support, other churches to Basingstoke, or Derby.  As a result most have looked for support that is regional and relational rather than denominational.

The networks that do exist would need to change their modus operandi significantly to be able to sustain an on-going church planting and support strategy. :


The Evangelical Alliance does good work in support of churches and leaders, especially through its support for younger leaders and Gweini, but has not been a national organising body in the past.


The Evangelical Movement of Wales was set up originally with such a purpose, but has transitioned since to be essentially a movement for Reformed churches and Christians.  Most church planting initiatives are done through AECW who have some innovative and bold initiatives for their own churches in the South at the moment.


New Wine Cymru / Flames of Fire is a recent development, and so far serves mostly Anglican churches linked to the Annual ‘Flames of Fire’ conference.  Its brief is essentially to support charismatic leaders and churches in the renewal of existing structures.


The National Coalition for Evangelism is a discussion body encouraging existing churches, Evangelical or not, to work together in a given area.  


A variety of local networks, fraternals and associations [Related Leaders, Tîm, Heart Cry for Wales etc., gather leaders regionally, but do not yet have a national reach.

The implications
1.
Setting up a new network would be fraught with difficulties over values, personalities and confidence.  However, if existing networks do not transition, is there an alternative?  ‘We need a kingdom view, not ‘I won’t come if he is there’!’
2.
If nothing is done the growing ‘emptiness’ in central Wales and several of the Valleys will spread so that the only strong churches are in the large towns and cities.  ‘We need to gather the fragments, or it will be a barren land otherwise’.
3.
Most churches today, who are strong enough to support others or plant, do so on the ‘Spider plant’ [strawberry!] principle of sending out runners to adjacent areas.  At current rates of extension [not to mention the decline] how long would such a process take to cover Wales?
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Apostolic Team ?

The title is perhaps a little distracting, but if we can get beyond associations of heavy shepherds, hierarchies and superstars, to a servant function clearly itemised in the New Testament [the 12 ‘Apostles of the Lamb’ (Rev.21:14) were not the only apostles (Acts 14:14, Rom.16:7, 2 Cor.8:23, Phil.2:25)] our practices and ‘expression of church’ will be closer to ‘Biblical’.  We take great risks if we say that parts of Scripture are no longer applicable [imagine doing that in the doctrines of the Gospel!] and that the church in Wales today has no need of special gifts to ensue right foundations in a practical way [Eph.2:20].  ‘It depends on the size of the ‘a’ in ‘apostle’.  ‘Functional, not governmental’.

To establish healthy churches today in ‘post-Christian’ communities we need the specialist gifts of those who can impart truth, gather people, communicate the Gospel, inspire to God’s current purpose and set foundations soundly [Eph.4:11], and help others to do the same [verse 12].

If these functions are recognised by leaders and churches and released for part or all of their time to do what they do best, would that not greatly help those leading new churches?  As long as their ministry was a servant role [apostleship is a costly calling : 2 Cor.11:25-9.  ‘The scum of the earth, the refuse of the world’.  1 Cor.4:13], not enforced or imposed, relational not institutional, giving ‘strategic wisdom and advice on how to build’, would they not be ‘an agent for radical change in Welsh church life’?  

All over the world such ‘apostolic networks’ [though they may well not be called that—see ‘Churchquake’ by C. Peter Wagner. Regal. 1999] are serving as ‘enablers for people on the ground’.  Right foundations lead to healthy churches.  These teams would function to bring wisdom, correction, blessing, training and correction which those receiving could receive or not.  ‘This is the missing ingredient.  There has been too much emphasis on the ‘Pastor’.  We need apostolic, trans-denominational teams to make it happen.  We need a new paradigm’. 

Such patterns of national ministry supporting local ministry are not new in Wales.  Was Walter Craddock’s ministry less than apostolic, or Vavasor Powell’s and John ap John for that matter? [I said that apostolic teams would reflect the ‘characteristics of the leader!!].  What then can we say of Howell  Harris, Daniel Rowlands, or William Williams?  When they met at Plas Watford in 1743 and subsequently, what was it if not an ‘apostolic team’?  They strategised  for the nation, agreed areas of responsibility and arranged for their teams to itinerate in support of the emerging societies, and to start new ones all over Wales.  Harris and Williams had a genius for gathering what would become new churches and setting their foundations.  Williams spent his life travelling in support of small societies all over Wales.  At the end of his life he reckoned he had traveled 111,800 miles on these tours – on foot or horse!  They then recognised and developed others with the same gift and set them loose.  These were all young men in their twenties who under God changed the nation in a generation.

We could mention many more : Howell Davies, Thomas Charles, Ebenezer Richards, Lewis Rees and Benjamin Evans from Llanbrynmair, etc.,  were prolific in their itinerating, church planting and supervision.  The work of Christmas Evans on Anglesey was  certainly apostolic, if somewhat authoritarian!  Itinerating preachers were the order of the day.  It was a sad day for Wales when all ‘ministers’ settled down to be called ‘Pastor’, preaching to passive people in expensive and ornate Victorian ‘Capel Mawr’s.

The way that the emerging churches in these periods were linked to the itinerant leaders, and not directly to a ‘Parent’ church is also instructive in the light of their success.  There is no evidence of the church in Antioch having any control over the churches Paul and his team planted.  The church in Crete was overseen by the apostolic team, through Tutus, and not by Antioch or any other group of local church elders.  [Titus 1:5]  Local church elders contributed to the discussion on the circumcision debate in Acts 15, but even there it was the apostles, notably James [verse 19] who made the judgement.  These patterns of oversight, support and ministry are there for our instruction.

The implications
Regardless of the title we give people we need to get beyond classifying all ‘ministers’ as pastors or teachers, with possibly an evangelist in the background as semi-ministerial.  Such a pattern may go back to certain groups in the Sixteenth Century, but it does not go back to the First Century.

We need a ‘new expression of Church’ that expresses New Testament Truth from an inerrant Bible [all of it!] in the contemporary context.  We will need to dump a lot of tradition, preference, and security along the way.

To do less would be to fail our generation and the next.

What If….?

?
What if churches and Christians in Wales had a heart for all their Nation, and did ‘mission trips’ in their own back yard as well as across the world?

?
What if evangelical churches in Wales today, of all flavours, gave between 2-5% of their income to support church planting and nurture?

?
What if leaders with Ephesians 4:11 ministries in full-time ministry could be released for half a day week to travel in support of new churches and small gatherings of believers in areas where there is no church yet?

?
What if leaders, without suspicion and rivalry, were prepared to work in teams together to take varied ministries to struggling Christians, churches and towns with no churches?

?
What if we don’t?

Re-introduction
The Waleswide booklet was circulated in December 2004, and over the following six months responses and interest have grown widely.  Over 300 copies have been circulated, mostly to leaders in Wales.

Many commented on the depressing tone of the assessment, but few disagreed with it.  Some wanted to gather leaders straight away to begin a response to the challenge, others called for caution, given the ‘impossibility’ of the task.  

In the seven chapters of the Waleswide booklet I surveyed recent church planting in Wales, why so many struggle, the approaches used, and the type of network / ‘apostolic team’ that existed in the New Testament which might have relevance for today.

One repeated comment / question was, ‘Where is Chapter Eight?’ meaning a proposed or possible plan for a way forward.  It was felt that the booklet was incomplete without some proposal for how what was suggested could be put into practice.  After talking at length with a number of leaders I have been asked to put a plan up for discussion which can then be refined, reformed or rejected!

With Elfed Godding of EA Wales I have consulted with a cross-section of evangelicals in Wales to review the material before sending it out.  Some are keen for it to be sent out with their endorsement and encouragement.  They are Elfed Godding, EA; Rob James, Pembroke; Watcyn James, Bible Society; Meirion Morris, Llansannan; Julian Richards, Swansea; Ifor Williams, Broadhaven; and Peter Yeoman, Ystradgynlais.  

David Ollerton  
June 2005
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The Plan

It is hoped that Waleswide will be a church planting network that encourages evangelical leaders and churches throughout Wales to work to see a multiplication of viable Gospel centred churches throughout the nation.  

It will work to build : 

o
An awareness of the great need in areas across Wales.

o
A sense of concern and responsibility among leaders and churches.

o
A strategy for church planting and transitioning of existing churches to a new expression of church for the nation.

In addition we will be encouraging existing churches in Wales to give some of their resources to help new and transitioning churches.  

The emphasis will be on establishing new viable churches, either through new congregations or assisting those who have a clear opportunity to transition struggling churches to an expression of church that is viable.   Those working in an Anglican context will work within the parish system but the task of building a new church within traditional structures will have many similar challenges and needs to those starting afresh.  Similar opportunities may arise in other traditional denominations, especially where there is room for local initiative.

The dislocated nature of evangelicalism in Wales [see Chapter 5. P.26] makes any ‘network’ difficult, but it will be necessary to accept and work with these realities rather than wait until they are resolved, which may be never!  For this reason there will need to be two different levels at which Waleswide operates : The Network and the Planting levels.

The Network Level consists of a group of leaders who can represent the different groupings of evangelical churches across Wales.  They will meet and work as a team to inspire, coordinate and assist the establishing of a new expression of church in the nation.  This could involve :

A ‘Steering group’ representing the breadth of evangelicalism in Wales to meet regularly to ensure communication, growing trust, and to consider issues arising or tensions in local areas.  They would have to be prepared to work proactively to see the goals of Waleswide achieved by endeavouring to :

Encourage their own network of churches, and individual leaders, to make the situation in Wales a high priority. 

Work to build unity, respect and cooperation between evangelical groups.

Seek to encourage all groups to identify and train a new generation of leaders.

An annual national ‘Consultation’ held to review the needs in areas, churches and leaders and the progress being made.

A Website to share news, ideas, strategies, lessons, matters for prayer and progress.

Ensuring support for church plants in needy areas where groups with differing convictions [on baptism, election, spiritual gifts or contemporary expression] have to work together for a small witness to survive.

Only leaders with a God-given national responsibility and perspective would be expected to work at this level.


The Planting Level consists of leaders and churches with similar local church values who will work together at ‘ground level’ to actually establish, support, and minister to new and transitioning churches.  
The development of a new generation of preachers / leaders must be the very highest priority for all.  
Experienced leaders from within the groups of churches will need to travel to leaders and churches to preach, teach, train and mentor new leaders. 
Some existing networks and denominations such as AECW, BU, Elim, FIEC, AoG, New Wine Cymru, etc., are beginning to put structures and people in place for this.  Some of the leaders of such groups will function to a greater or lesser extent in the ‘Apostolic Team’ model advocated in Chapter six.  Differences in theology will determine how closely the model is followed.  
Other more independent churches, especially those often referred to as the ’New Churches’ may want to connect to begin to work purposefully together.   They would need to actively look for other churches and leaders who share enough of their essential values, theology, vision, methodology and ecclesiology to be able to partner fully.

The purpose of the Network level would be to envision, encourage, facilitate, and give some coordination for those working at the Planting Level.

If Waleswide was set up in this way then a number of issues would have to be faced : 

As implied above, there will be particular challenges in gathering a new church in an area without a clear and growing Gospel witness [such as Machynlleth, Llandysul, Dolgellau, Corwen etc.] where Christians of different  theological and ecclesiastical preferences would have to cooperate for the witness to be viable.   Some would prefer to keep Anglicans, Charismatics or Calvinists separate and have three small groups in a town, but such an exclusive and separatist approach has not served Wales well over the past fifty years.  Where possible Christians in an area should be encouraged to work together, perhaps with the largest proportion setting the overall ethos of the new church whilst at the same time seeking to keep as many as possible involved. We will need to find ways to trust, cooperate, and learn from each other again.  The Network Team could provide preaching, training and counsel for such churches from people representing different emphases, but who are friends and committed to working together.

There may also be tensions arising when one group of churches plants a new church in a town where there are Christians and / or leaders struggling in existing denominational church or chapels.  A fresh start may be what the town needs, and in time it may be a catalyst that helps the existing churches move forward, but initially it may be perceived as a threat.  The Network Level could help here, and even suggest that there was a better place for the church planters to start, or argue that a new church in every town and village would be an unspeakable blessing!!

Whatever group or denomination is supporting the new or transitioning church there will need to be a very clear and specific commitment from the group to support the new church and leadership, especially if there is a primary leader who is full or part time in the work.






The resources available to emerging churches would need to include :

A commitment to help financially.  If the stronger and established churches across Wales did give the  suggested 2-5% of their income to support church planting and nurture there would be a fund for support that could transform the nation.  A new generation of church planters might then come forward under more realistic circumstances.  The sacrifices required at the moment are too great for many to survive.   The unequal sacrifice of church planters compared to settled pastors could thus be mitigated.  The giving of individual churches could be :

direct to the church planter on a personal basis

through the group of churches they are a part of [many denominations already have some kind of ‘Home Mission Fund’]

through a Trust Fund set up under the auspices of Waleswide where the finance is directed along with other resources.  

Financial support would decrease over a realistic term.

In the same way, along with any financial contribution, the supporting churches would release their paid personnel for a day or two each month to support, befriend, pastor, train, relieve….the church planter and their family.

Teams of members from the supporting church or churches could travel together to spend a week doing outreach, a children’s club, training or just general encouragement and friendship.

People in different churches with specialist  expertise [financial, legal, property skills, publicity, evangelistic, training, counselling, mediation etc.] could be on a register at Waleswide to be called on in special cases of need.  This could operate across denominational and doctrinal boundaries and so do much good in building mutual trust and respect.

Those travelling to give support, ministry, vision, mentoring and encouragement to a particular church plant would need to do so on a consistent and regular basis, at the invitation of the church plant and its leaders.  They should see themselves as a team together who make themselves available regularly and in times of crisis.  The help given must be a resource not a programme, where the help offered is specific to the situation and not an ’off the peg solution’.  

Perhaps the most urgent and overwhelming need is for a new generation of preacher / leaders, i.e. church planters.  Young men and women in their twenties and thirties are not attracted to ‘the ministry’ because they do not sense a call to the traditional models of ministry in which they have lost confidence.  This is a national crisis across the UK, but especially acute in Wales.  We need to cast a clear vision of reasonable service and sacrifice again.  Such a network would give younger and inexperienced people an opportunity in which to learn and lead.

Welsh language and bi-lingual areas have special challenges facing those seeking to transition traditional churches or establish new ones.  These challenges must be faced, and Waleswide will need to focus on them especially.  If existing believers are not gathered and encouraged soon the situation will become barren indeed.  Plants among other language groups in the cities, and among ‘communities of interests and ages’ will also need to be considered.

The Primary Purpose of Waleswide is to see viable churches established all over Wales in the next fifteen years.  Would a vision of a hundred newly established churches [new plant or transitioned to new expression], including ten in Welsh language communities, be too much for us to believe for, plan for, train for, give for, and pray for?  

Is this the right time for such an initiative?  Some will argue that this is not the season to attempt such bold and costly plans.  They would point to times of revival as the season for extension.  Is such a view supported by church history?  Instead, could this, in part, be the cause of so much of our current malaise, pessimism and ‘bunker mentality’?  In the history of revivals, almost without exception, there was someone ‘breaking up the unploughed ground’, at the same time as seeking the Lord, long before ‘He comes and showers righteousness on you’ [Hosea 10:12].  

Howell Harris was preaching widely, and at great personal cost, long before there were signs of general revival.  The same must be said for Walter Cradock, Howell Davies, Christmas Evans, David Williams, and John Pugh, to name but a few.  We will fail the nation and the next generation if we do not do the same.
——————————————————

Waleswide is a church planting and  Transitioning network in its formative stages of development. We are hoping to see a cooperative effort among evangelicals throughout Wales, in order to encourage the multiplication of viable Christian churches throughout the nation.
What If….?

?
What if churches and Christians in Wales had a heart for all their Nation, and did ‘mission trips’ in their own back yard as well as across the world?

?
What if evangelical churches in Wales today, of all flavours, gave between 2-5% of their income to support church planting and nurture?

?
What if leaders with Ephesians 4:11 ministries in full-time ministry could be released for half a day week to travel in support of new churches and small gatherings of believers in areas where there is no church yet?

?
What if leaders, without suspicion and rivalry, were prepared to work in teams together to take varied ministries to struggling Christians, churches and towns with no churches?

?
What if we don’t?
———————————–

Further copies of Chapter Eight and the original Waleswide booklet can be obtained free of charge from : 

Rhiwbina Baptist Church, Lôn Ucha, Rhiwbina, Cardiff, CF14 6HL
