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Summary of content 
Subject and aim(s) Fresh expressions and pioneering in the United Reformed 

Church. This paper aims to generate conversation on the 
challenges and opportunities that fresh expressions and 
pioneering offer, with a view to contributing to the Church Life 
Review and to setting out a way forward for pioneering in  
the URC. 

Main points The paper explores the contexts within which the church finds 
itself. It considers how we live in a liminal time and what that 
means for the Church as it responds to God’s call to mission.  
It invites members of Assembly Executive to consider a range 
of key questions generated by involvement in fresh 
expressions and pioneering.   
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Education and Learning Committee, Ministries Committee, 
Children and Youth Work Committee, Faith and Order 
Committee, Mission Enablers Network. 
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3.  Contexts 
Our society 
3.1.  We live in a time where churchgoing is not the norm, and where consumerism, an 

apparent fear of commitment and an attitude of ‘because I’m worth it’ seem to 
dominate. However, that is not the whole picture and recent research indicates 
that many people are open to faith, though not wanting to attend a Sunday 
morning church. Although culture has changed, there is also evidence of ‘spiritual 
seeking’, which is backed up by research by Tearfund (2007) and Savanta (2020) 
and more recently by a survey of 2,075 adults age 18+ in September 2021, 
revealing that 51% of 18–34 year olds pray at least once a month, compared with 
24% of those aged 55+. It also showed that 49% of that age group attended a 
place of worship every month, compared with 16% of over 55s.3  Although this 
survey was not limited to Christian prayer and worship, the results seem 
surprising, given the popular view that faith and belief are irrelevant to people 
younger than middle age.  
 

The Church/our churches 
3.2.  One of the challenges for the church, however it is embodied, wherever and 

whatever it is for the moment, is what God is calling us to do and be as we move 
into God’s (and our) future. Although there is no easy answer to the challenges, 
statistics across most denominations imply that part of our task is to manage 
decline. Of course, there are exceptions, and many good stories, but church 
membership statistics have long been on a downward trajectory. 

 
3.3.  Despite the statistics, however, we believe that God has many future plans for 

God’s church, including the URC. We need to take up the challenge to look more 
carefully and intentionally for the new things that God is doing and embrace the 
new ideas that are emerging for doing and being church. In short, we need to 
bring new disciples to Christ through both existing churches and channels, and 
new ways of being church. This is what is known as a ‘mixed ecology’ of church.4 
David McCarthy of the Church of Scotland comments: “Church, in both its 
inherited and fresh expressions, is a gift from God.”5  Whilst Sara Savage 
reminds us that: “Emerging churches need the profound theological and liturgical 
resources of the historic church, and the traditional churches need emerging 
churches to understand how to incarnate the gospel into our changed culture.”6  
So, what should the URC be doing in order to expand further our ways of being 
church? How can we be more of a ‘mixed ecology’ denomination? 

 
4.  How is God calling us to respond? 
4.1.  In their report to General Assembly in July 2021, the Synod Moderators 

suggested that these are liminal times, which they explain as being ‘when old 
securities are ebbing away, and new structures have not yet emerged.’ They call 
liminal times disorientating, difficult and scary’.7  For many local churches, the 
pandemic focused and accelerated their thinking about the future, and some  

 

3 https://comresglobal.com/polls/prayer-and-church-attendance-survey/ 
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SCMs serve in pioneering roles, creating new Christian communities where 
people are.  

4.10.  Various groups within the denomination are now looking at other ways of 
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