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PREPARING FOR THE FUTURE OF OUR CHURCHES

A proposal for a new emphasis in lay leadership training

The Synod has already flagged up its desire to discover and train lay leaders to serve in our churches, not least because the resource of ordained stipendiary ministry is likely to be stretched even more thinly in the future.  The Pastoral Consultants Team has been reflecting on the need for new training for lay leadership in the light of initiatives that are being taken in Eastern Synod, and within our own.

We believe that there are strong arguments for providing training for lay leadership teams alongside training for individuals, and in many cases, in preference to it. Some of the reasons are as follows:

1. Lay teams are more likely to be able to offer the skills and attributes mix needed for church leadership than individuals.  Those individuals who do have the skills and attributes mix necessary may feel called to train for stipendiary or non-stipendiary ministry, or only be able to offer very limited involvement in a leadership team.

2. Lay teams could operate over a pair or group of churches, strengthening the bonds between the churches in the absence or presence of ordained leadership.

3. Lay teams working in groups of churches can be denominational or ecumenical, where they could strengthen local ecumenical co-operation and joint mission again with or without the presence of ordained ministers.

4. The relationship between ordained ministers and lay ministry teams is likely, in general, to be easier and more productive than the relationship with local church leaders, because teams can be more flexible, and there is less likely to be power, position or control issues between them.

5. Lay teams would create a stronger infrastructure for enabling churches to maintain and develop their life and ministry in the absence of ordained ministers and the network they develop.  This could be vital now that Districts have ceased to exist, and new local networks are going to be needed to support and sustain URC identity and involvement.

Among the resources available to help us create these teams would be:

1. The All Together Offering Ministry (ATOM) programme produced by Eastern Synod, using material developed by the Diocese of Chelmsford.  We could use this for developing our own teams, and also observe progress made in Eastern Synod to put this scheme into practice.

2. The vicar of the United Benefice of Benington and Walkern in Herfordshire, the Revd Rebecca Totterdell, has adapted Anglican material to create an Ecumenical Ministry Team training programme which will provide training for lay people from the Anglicans, URC and Methodist churches in Benington and Walkern.  The programme is specifically designed to create a team which will work across the churches in the absence or presence of ordained ministers.  This programme could provide a blueprint for ecumenical lay training more widely in our synod, and its progress would be worth observing.

3. Ordained ministers are not necessarily trained in teaching adults, and we could make use of those who already have training in adult education in their professions, by conducting a survey of the skills available within churches, and offering a synod programme of team training.  

4. Our Synod Training Officer and the Urban Churches Support Group would be vital recourses in recruiting, encouraging and training.  

5. The Pastoral Consultants are not trained in adult education, and could best be used to encourage and recruit local teams, both URC and ecumenical.  We could also encourage ministers to see the task of creating local teams as a vital part of their ministry.

The shortage of ordained ministers / superfluity of small churches, and the disappearance of the District structures are going to require us to provide leadership differently in the days ahead.  It is our firm belief that an important part of a balanced Synod programme in the future should include training for lay leadership teams, local, denominational and ecumenical.

     Synod Pastoral Consultants.  August 2007
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