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Abstract 

 

“Mission in Suburbia: Theological Resources to Empower Missional Practice within 

Small, Suburban Congregations  

Author: Keith Wilson 

 

The practice of mission within small, suburban congregations has been widely overlooked by 

academic and Church institutions. Marginalised by their cultural context and struggling to 

maintain an already weak position, such churches could be dismissed as having little to offer 

contemporary missiology. This research believes that small, suburban congregations have an 

important missional role that, once resourced, is of value to the wider Church. The aim of this 

research is to reflect upon theological resources which could empower missional practice 

within small, suburban congregations. This reflection adopted a cyclical process of 

theological reflection. This reflective cycle or ‘Doing Theology Spiral’ used experience, 

reflection, exploration and action to create an ongoing pattern for missional reflection. 

 

This research began with an analysis of the missional experiences of selected small, suburban 

congregations. The gathered data highlighted aspects of the missional experiences of these 

congregations such as varied understandings of mission and tensions regarding the context 

for missional practice. In addition, the perceived strengths of such congregations were not 

commonly regarded as missional assets. This data was compared to published research. In the 

literature review, the practice of mission has received sustained attention over a long period. 

However, the mission of small, suburban congregations in Britain was largely absent from 

contemporary missiological debates.  

 

A range of theological resources were considered. The resources were regarded as important 

to the missional practice of congregations but, frequently overlooked or undervalued. These 

included context, activism, social action, and a sense of belonging. The sense of missional 

crisis suggested a need for other theological resources, notably missio Dei and a focus on the 

mission of God. This research discovered that a radical re-interpretation of missional practice 

within small, suburban congregations is required to challenge widespread stagnation and 

decline. In this research, it emerged that congregations required greater clarity and confidence 

regarding the theological resources available to them which could empower their missional 

practice.  
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Summary of Portfolio 

 

A professional interest, and sense of frustration, initiated this research. As the sole full-time 

leader of a small, suburban church, a lack of numerical growth led to repeated questions as to 

whether this congregation had a viable missiological role. In a context that increasingly felt 

restrictive, and to a degree oppressive, it was acknowledged that a new perspective and 

approach was required. These initial thoughts formed the basis for the ‘Reflective 

Practitioner Portfolio.' Through attendance at workshops, conferences and ongoing 

experiences, possible lines of inquiry and resources for this research were explored. 

Attendance at conferences and workshops enabled an appreciation to be gained of current 

research themes and terminology; research skills were gained and developed. Different 

methods of theological reflection were explored which highlighted the bias of traditional 

Western approaches to missiology. As a context, British suburbs were largely absent from 

current missiological debates. It was believed that a radical resource was required that would 

challenge the status quo and provoke new insights and understandings. Liberation Theology 

emerged as a resource for this missiological reflection. 

 

In the ‘Literature Review,' it became apparent that there were a multitude of published 

resources with regard to the themes of mission and Liberation Theology. It was noted that 

much of the published work on Liberation Theology was now dated. The literature regarding 

smaller congregations and suburbia was limited in scope and frequency. This required 

engagement with resources from disciplines other than theology. There was a lack of 

published material that directly reflected on the missiological role of small congregations in 

British suburbia. In order to make links between the missiological role of smaller 

congregations and key Liberationist themes, this research would need to develop some new 

lines of inquiry and reflection. 

 

A first attempt to link Liberation Theology and small, suburban congregations was made in 

the ‘Publishable Article.' The article successfully considered if Liberation Theology could 

assist a small, suburban, congregation to discover its liberated missional role within the 

Kingdom of God. This enabled ideas and research approaches to be tested and commented 

upon. In addition, writing styles were developed and familiarity with key Liberationist 

themes and publications was gained. 
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Further work on this theme was undertaken in the ‘Independent Theological Study.' This 

explored the question: ‘Mission to the Suburbs: Is there a role for Liberation Theology in the 

mission life of a small, suburban congregation?' As the issues were explored it became clearer 

which Liberationist themes might be viable as resources to develop an exploration of the 

missiological role of these congregations. This work led on to the development of the 

‘Research Proposal.' Throughout this initial period of research, a cyclical process of 

experience, reflection and action was being followed. In this, the emerging research was 

informing practice, which in turn was providing more material for further reflection. 
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Introduction: 

 

 

Suburban Britain provides a rich and varied context in which to explore missional practice 

within small, suburban congregations. Initial impressions of suburbia have tended to focus on 

homogeneity, blandness, and monochrome cultural lifestyles. In this reflection, stereotypes 

associated with suburban locations and their smaller churches will be challenged. The old 

ideas of suburbia as sterile and unchanging, are in desperate need of updating.1 There is a 

need to reconsider the suburbs, and their smaller congregations, in order to re-centre them so 

that they are no longer forgotten peripheral spaces.2 Such a reimagining offers the 

opportunity to reflect on missiology in an often overlooked location, among congregations 

that are largely absent from wider missiological debates. This research will discuss the 

missional practice of small, suburban congregations. In doing so, an examination will be 

made of theological resources which may empower their missional practice. The focus will 

be on how smaller, suburban congregations can learn from reflecting on their context and 

missional activities.  

 

On a daily basis, small, suburban congregations seek to practice and reflect upon their 

mission in a changing context.  Ken Gnanakan comments that the Gospel is dynamic and 

‘evolves into newer and newer forms in keeping with each local situation.’3 Suburban design 

originally expressed a vision of the modern family, ‘freed from the corruption of the city, 

restored to harmony with nature, endowed with wealth and independence yet protected by a 

close-knit, stable community.’4 Idealistic planning, dreams of home ownership, social 

interactions and economic realities have all impacted the development of British suburbia. 

Today, suburban areas increasingly reflect the diverse nature of a multi -cultural, multi- faith 

Britain. In this research it will be argued that this suburban culture has influenced the way 

congregations reflect upon their missional practice; missiological reflection and education is 

a process all suburban churches must engage with. This task is especially urgent for smaller 

churches. It is a hypothesis of this research that smaller congregations located in suburbia are 

 
1 Rupa Huq, On the Edge. The Contested Cultures of English Suburbia (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 2013), 

p.35. 
2 Huq, On the Edge, p.35. 
3 Ken Gnanakan, ‘To Proclaim the Good News of the Kingdom (i)’, in Mission in the 21st Century. Exploring the 

Five Marks of Global Mission, ed. by Andrew Walls and Cathy Ross (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 

2008), 2010 (p.10). 
4 Robert Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias. The Rise and Fall of Suburbia (New York: Basic Books, 1987), p.x. 
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facing a missional crisis. Questions about the mission, and missional practice, of such 

congregations are necessary given they are apparently making little progress.5  

 

Throughout Britain, smaller churches are a common feature of the ecclesiastical landscape 

and have been described as ‘a hardy institution’6 Just under half of the churches in 

membership with the Baptist Union of Great Britain are considered to be small churches with 

a membership of 40 or fewer adults.7 Congregations that are numerically small, but still have 

a role in helping God's people reflect upon and fulfil their missional mandate, will be the 

focus of this research. It is believed that suburbia provides an ideal opportunity for smaller 

congregations to discover, or reaffirm, their missional role and potential.  

 

This research is hopeful about the future for small, suburban congregations and positive about 

their missional practice. At the same time, there is an awareness of the harsh practical 

realities and struggles that many small, suburban churches encounter. It is difficult for such 

churches to maintain their current positions faced with challenges such as numerical decline, 

stagnation, and a hostile cultural environment. In order to reflect upon theological resources 

which could empower missional practice within small, suburban congregations the following 

structure will be adopted. 

 

Outline 

 

This research aims to reflect on missional practice within British, small, suburban 

congregations. A consideration of theological resources available to, and needed within, such 

churches will also be made. The experiences of several selected congregations will be 

observed, noted, and commented upon. All research requires to be selective in deciding which 

populations will be chosen. Any idea of suburbia as singular or static is deeply misguided.8 If 

there is no such thing as a singular, typical suburb, it must also follow that there are no 

typical congregations. However, there are missional practices which are observable, and 

potentially transferable, between suburban contexts and congregations. This research 

 
5 Stuart Murray, A Vast Minority. Church and Mission in a Plural Culture (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2015), 

p.55. 
6 Lyle E. Schaller, The Small Church is Different (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1982), p.28. 
7 Baptist Union of Great Britain, BUC Guideline Leaflet C20: Help We’re a Small Church 

<http://www.baptist.org.uk/Articles/368675/ BUC_Guideline_Leaflet.aspx > [accessed 27 November 2018]. 
8 Huq, On the Edge, p.53 

http://www.baptist.org.uk/Articles/368675/
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proposes that a process of missiological education and reflection, could be possible between 

smaller congregations. This could be extended to include larger and middle-sized churches. 

 

Following the ‘Doing Theology Spiral,’ as developed by Laurie Green,9 it is proposed that 

this research should be structured to enable an ongoing, cyclical process of theological 

reflection to develop. In the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’, experience, reflection and response are 

partners in the reflective process. Such a cyclical process of reflection has become widely 

used in Practical Theology and has taken a range of shapes and forms. This represents a 

methodological approach which begins in the experiences, and realities, of where 

congregations are located. It is necessary to begin by placing this research within the wider 

context of suburban theological reflection. The literature review will consider texts that have 

influenced the development of this theological reflection. Key texts in the areas of suburbia 

and smaller churches will be reviewed.  

 

The focus of the second section will be on the missional experiences of small, suburban 

congregations. Experience provides the starting point with a recognition that ‘it is no longer 

possible to go on as before.’10 The data gathered from questionnaires, completed by a cross-

section of leaders, will be summarised, and presented. This section will also identify 

congregations that were selected for longer, semi-structured, interviews. The gathered data 

forms the ‘experience’ section of this cyclical, theological reflection.  

 

The ‘exploration’ phase of this research will look in detail at some of the theological issues 

which underpin the experiences of these congregations. Issues raised such as context, mission 

and activism will provide the framework. Following the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’, this will 

lead to further reflection taking place. This wider reflective stage will be guided by themes 

which emerged from the experiences of smaller congregations. A range of missiological 

resources, such as the mission of God, ecclesiology, and the Incarnation, will support this 

reflection. Other resources will also be considered with regards to their missiological 

potential. At the conclusion of this research, the key findings will be summarised. The ‘Doing 

Theology Spiral’ does not end as ‘there is now a new starting point.’11 Potential areas for 

further research will be highlighted and commented upon. A consideration will also be made 

 
9 Laurie Green, Let’s Do Theology: A Pastoral Resource Book (London: Continuum, 1989). 
10Paul H. Ballard and John Pritchard, Practical Theology in Action: Christian Thinking in the Service of Church 

and Society, 2nd edn (London: SPCK, 2006), p.77. 
11 Ballard and Pritchard, Practical Theology in Action, p.78. 
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of possible implications for the missional practice of small, suburban congregations. This 

concluding section will also explore the impact that this research has made on the researcher. 

The methodological approach adopted by this research will now be described. 

 

Methodology 

 

This research recognises its origins in previous work done in the areas of theological 

reflection, mission, missiology, and contextualisation. It is the view of this research that 

small, suburban congregations have been inadequately served by more traditional Western 

theological models and methodologies. The adoption of a cyclical reflective process based on 

experience, reflection, and response has been inspired by British practitioners, notably Laurie 

Green.12 Various forms of this pastoral circle, spiral or cycle have been developed; its origins 

in modern lay Catholic Action movements in particular, are worth noting. This process was 

developed further by Liberation Theologians operating in the contexts of Central and South 

America. A priority was placed on the ‘experiences, views, needs, feelings, and stance of the 

poor and most vulnerable in a community.'13 This process moves continually from action to 

reflection and from reflection to action.14 This theological reflection will need to remain 

aware of the encounter with experience as a starting point. Experience provides the 

preliminary engagement with the issues and enables the reflection to move to an analysis of 

the situation. A reflection on experience and exploration of the issues concludes with a 

consideration of possible actions and responses.  

 

Supporters of this methodology favoured working with small groups of ordinary people. This 

research has not gathered small groups. As will be seen, congregations were still at a 

relatively early stage of engaging with theological reflection. Gathering an appropriate group 

would, in many cases, have proved impractical. Instead, leaders of congregations were 

invited to participate. In a Baptist setting dominated by a congregational ecclesiology, leaders 

ranged from paid professionals with theological training, to unpaid lay people. Each voice 

was equally valued in this research. It was hoped that over time leaders would develop small, 

reflective groups as the process of reflection continued. 

 
12 Green, Let’s Do Theology. 
13 Peter Henriot ‘Social Discernment and the Pastoral Circle’ in The Pastoral Circle Revisited. A Critical Quest 

for Truth and Transformation, ed. by Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot and Rodrigo Mejia (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 

2005), 15-26 (p.23). 
14 Green, Let’s Do Theology, p.25. 
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Qualitative methods have been favoured as a means of gathering and reflecting on the data 

and narratives that emerged. In contrast to the more statistical and scientific analysis favoured 

by quantitative methods, qualitative research presented the opportunity to, ‘look in depth at 

what is going on holistically, in an evolving and circular way.’15 By examining typical 

situations, qualitative research offers the opportunity to discover new possibilities.16 The 

approach adopted recognises the challenge for a practical theological reflection to, ‘go 

beyond being descriptive to being generative.’17 

 

Initially, this research engaged with published books and articles. This conversation with 

literature and other sources sought to enable engagement with some of the key missional 

issues faced by small, suburban congregations. Information was supplemented by data 

gathered from self-completed questionnaires, which were made available to those involved in 

the leadership of several small, suburban congregations. The development and distribution of 

this basic, self-competition, questionnaire aimed to give an overview of missional practice 

within participating congregations. The questionnaires included a selection of open-ended, 

semi-structured and structured questions. A sampling of the completed responses took place 

to identify a small number of leaders who were invited to participate in more detailed 

interviews.  

 

In-depth interviews were conducted with twenty leaders of small, suburban congregations. 

Each interview lasted up to a maximum length of ninety minutes; these were recorded and 

then transcribed. Interviews followed a pre-structured format. During the interviews, the 

researcher had the freedom to ask additional probes in order to elicit more complete answers, 

stories, and examples. Those selected for the semi-structured interviews were mainly 

identified through their responses to the online questionnaire. If the researcher identified 

answers that suggested reflective practice on mission was occurring, an invite to participate 

was made. Ten of the twenty interviewees were selected this way. It became necessary to seek 

other participants. Five of the twenty interviewees were chosen by asking Regional Ministers 

from local Baptist Associations. It could be argued that these congregations displayed 

 
15 Margaret Walshaw, Getting to Grips with Doctoral research (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), p.68. 
16 David Silverman, A Very Short, Fairly Interesting and Reasonably Cheap Book about Qualitative Research 

(London: SAGE Publications, 2013), p. xi.  
17 Bruce A. Stevens, ‘Grounded Theology? A Call for a Community of Practice’, Practical Theology 10 (2017) 

201-206 (p.204). 
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exceptional practices which had drawn the attention of the wider denomination. In contrast, 

the remaining five interviewees were selected according to their location and size with little 

else known beforehand about them. 

 

The interviews were exploratory in style seeking to permit the interviewee to shape the 

unfolding narrative. The aim was to, ‘capture the uniqueness of the context rather than to 

attempt to systematize data collected across different interviewees.'18 It was intended that this 

qualitative research could bring into focus current practices and open the way to explore new 

possibilities. Analysis of the data gathered was used, alongside other literature, to draw 

preliminary insights. This will become part of the cyclical process of reflection. It is 

important to now clarify some of the terminology that will be engaged with throughout this 

reflection. 

 

Defining Key Terms 

 

The use of terminology can lead to conflicting ideas and definitions. Some clarity is therefore 

required as to how certain language has been used in this research. In this research, the word 

‘congregation' will be used to define a gathering of Christians for the intentional activities of 

worship and mission.19 A congregation, or church, forms a distinct community. The nature of 

the church as a missionary body forms part of this research. The Baptist congregations 

featured in this research, would typically classify themselves as Evangelical in nature. 

Evangelical congregations have been defined by conversionism, activism, biblicism and 

crucicentrism. From the 1730s onwards, ‘preaching the gospel was the chief method of 

winning converts.’20 The expression and demonstration of the gospel message in missionary 

efforts, known as activism, attempted to also, ‘enforce the ethics of the gospel.’21 

A consideration of the links between the gathered community and its mission forms part of 

this research.  The word ‘missiology’ is often used to describe the study of the subject of 

mission. It involves a process of reflection and education.  Missiology could also be 

 
18 Helen Cameron and Catherine Duce, Researching Practice in Ministry and Mission: A Companion (London: 

SCM Press, 2013), p.83. 
19 Attempts to use the Bible to define church could reference to texts such as Matt. 18:19-20, 1 Cor. 12 and Rom. 

12. In the New Testament, the moral attitudes and faithful commitment of people to God and one another appear 

to be more important in defining understandings of ‘church' than numerical size.  
20 David W. Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730’s to the 1980’s (London: 

Routledge, 1993), p.5. 
21 Bebbington, Evangelicalism in Modern Britain, p.12. 



12 

 

described as a theological discipline that discerns how God is at work in the world and how 

the church might participate. Through its behaviour, attitudes, and actions a congregation can 

engage in a reflection upon its mission. The term ‘missional’ places an emphasis on the 

essential nature and vocation of the Church as God’s called and sent people.22 The missional 

role of a congregation emerges as the practice of mission is combined with a regular and 

sustained reflection on these experiences. With careful leadership, and congregational 

support, this can become an ongoing cyclical process of missional practice and missiological 

reflection.  

 

Missiology links both theology and a study of culture. John Roxborough believes that 

missiology requires to demonstrate, ‘its significance, including in places where churches are 

uncertain of their role in the face of cultural and political change or see themselves as 

threatened minorities.’23 Missional practice can provide foundational reasons as to why this 

gathered community exists. It is reliant on an understanding of the term mission. Many 

Evangelical Christians have claimed that the so-called ‘Great Commission’ given by Jesus to 

his disciples, as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew, provided the basis for defining Christian 

mission and hence the missiological role of a congregation. This can lead to an understanding 

that most mission efforts should be focused on personal holiness and evangelism. While other 

church activities can occur, the evaluative criteria for such efforts can be restricted to the 

‘potential for evangelism and converting the individual.’24 This represents one attempt to use 

the term mission to define missional practice within a church. However, this is a problematic 

and restrictive definition. 

  

It is difficult to entirely understand the nature of a church fully without considering its 

relationship to mission. Mission is seen as integral to the very nature of the Church. The term 

mission has a multitude of meanings and associations leading to a degree of confusion 

surrounding the nature and character of contemporary Christian mission. Today the word 

mission is usually regarded as being separate and distinct from evangelism. Commentators 

such as David Bosch placed mission within the doctrine of the Trinity and regarded it as a 

 
22 Darrel L. Guder, ‘Missional Church: From Sending to being Sent’, in Missional Church: A Vision for the 

Sending of the Church in North America, ed. by Darrel L. Guder (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998), 1-17 (p.12). 
23 John Roxborough, ‘Missiology after ‘mission’?’, International Bulletin of Missionary Research, 38 (2014), 

120-124 (p.121), in ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials< http://search.ebscohost.com> [accessed 14 

February 2020].  
24 Eric O. Jacobsen, Sidewalks in the Kingdom. New Urbanism and the Christian Faith (Grand Rapids: Brazos 

Press, 2003), p.50. 

http://search.ebscohost.com/
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continuation of the incarnational sending of the Son by the Father. This description of a 

mission that, ‘flows from and participates in the mission of God’25 has been summarised by 

the phrase ‘missio Dei.' There is a recognition that the church is a community gathered for 

worship and then sent out to participate in the mission of God.  Mission is also contextual if it 

is related to a specific time and place and situation. As the source of all mission, the Triune 

God enables wider perspectives on both mission and the relationship between the Church and 

the wider world to be glimpsed. The result is that the, ‘World becomes the larger horizon of 

God's activity.'26 Mission requires to be defined broadly enough to encompass ‘God’s project 

to restore creation to its original wholeness.’27 Some have questioned whether the term 

mission has any contemporary value. For Stroope, the use of the phrase ‘missio Dei’ to 

describe mission risks giving the impression that mission can be, ‘everywhere and means 

everything.’28 Using the concept of mission requires an explanation of how it is understood if 

serious confusion is to be avoided.29 

 

Mission can be used to describe the specific ideals and actions of Christianity that are ‘unique 

to its encounter with the world.’30 Congregations exist to participate in God’s mission in the 

world.31 Regardless of their size, congregations have been, and continue to be, far more than 

places where people merely make some sort of a commitment to follow Jesus. This 

‘conversion’ approach to defining the missional practice of a congregation does serve a 

purpose. Many churches though, may have little experience of people being ‘converted’ and 

yet still have a viable, and valuable, missional practice. It is notable that Bosch argued that 

the ‘Great Commission’ found in the Gospel of Matthew was not understood to be primarily 

about mission until the 19th century. For Bosch, mission had a much broader Biblical basis 

and was about the Church being, ‘sent into the world to love, to serve, to preach, to heal, to 

liberate.’32 Increasingly, many Christians no longer regard mission as the process by which 

 
25 Christopher J. H. Wright, The Mission of God. Unlocking the Bible’s Grand Narrative (Nottingham: Inter-

varsity Press, 2006), p.23. 
26 Craig Van Gelder, The Ministry of the Missional Church: A Community Led by the Spirit (Grand Rapids: 

Baker Books,2007), p.18. 
27 J. Andrew Kirk, The Church, and the World. Understanding the Relevance of Mission (Milton Keynes: 

Paternoster, 2014), p.33. 
28 Michael Stroope, Transcending Mission. The Eclipse of a Modern Tradition (London: Apollos, 2017), p.18. 
29 David J. Bosch, ‘Theological Education in Missionary Perspective’, Missiology, 10 (1982), 13-34 (p.13), in in 

ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials< http://search.ebscohost.com> [accessed 13 April 2019].  
30 Stroope, Transcending Mission, p.4. 
31 Richard W. Rouse and Craig Van Gelder, A Field Guide for the Missional Congregation: Embarking on a 

Journey of Transformation (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2008), p.37. 
32 David Bosch, Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in Theology of Mission. 20th Anniversary edn 

(Maryknoll: Orbis, 2011), p.412 

http://search.ebscohost.com/
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churches attempt to get people ‘saved' in order to increase declining membership figures. 

Instead, the emphasis is much more about mission as an incarnational and contextualised 

presence in communities. 

 

Attempts to define the nature and characteristics of a small church provide an insight into 

some of the missional challenges such congregations face. There is debate about whether a 

small congregation should be defined by membership numbers, the resources it has available, 

its history, relationships within the church or a combination that incorporates some or all of 

the above. What is apparent from the literature is that small churches are widely seen, and 

often see themselves, as the ‘church that did not grow.'33 A small church takes on many 

shapes and dimensions and is often impacted by its historical background. It is possible that 

some congregations may have been larger churches that have declined in membership over a 

period. Other churches may have always been small and appreciate the sense of family that 

this enables. Still, others may have experienced historical division resulting in a formerly 

larger grouping being reduced in size. This could have been brought about by negative 

factors, such as conflict and division, or a more positive missional role such as the deliberate 

desire to plant a new congregation. According to the Baptist Union, some are, ‘long-

established while others have come into being quite recently; some have an older age profile 

whilst others cross the generations.'34 

 

Despite such diversity, it is possible to identify common characteristics. Small congregations 

can often appear to be ‘closely knit’ with this being both a strength, and a weakness, with 

regards to their missional practice.35 In this research, a small church will be defined as having 

a formal membership of up to 40 people. In a British context, a number greater than 40 

formal members could potentially be a medium-sized church. Churches with exceedingly 

small membership figures may be considered closer in nature to a homogenous family unit 

than a recognisable form of institutional church. A small congregation should be defined not 

only by its membership figures, but also by the missional experiences of those who attend.   

 

 
33 Carl S. Dudley, Unique Dynamics of the Small Church (Washington DC: The Alban Institute, 1977), p.2. 
34 Baptist Union of Great Britain, BUC Guideline Leaflet C20: Help We’re a Small Church 

<https://www.baptist.org.uk/Articles/368675/BUC_Guideline_Leaflet.aspx > [accessed 27 November 2018]. 
35 John M. Koessler ‘The Dynamics of Small Church Ministry’, The Master’s Seminary Journal, 2 (1989) 175-

189 (p.178), in ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials< http://search.ebscohost.com> [accessed 30 April 

2017]. 

http://www.baptist.org.uk/Articles/368675/BUC_Guideline_Leaflet.aspx
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Suburbia is a strangely familiar, and yet at the same time unfamiliar, context. Suburban areas 

have developed in many shapes and forms as a result of adapting to growth and survival.36 It 

is popular to view suburbia as home to middle-class values and ideologies. While many 

suburban areas do have a distinctively middle-class appeal, others owe their origins to local 

authority housing schemes and are home to lower income populations. Suburban areas are 

often viewed as places of tranquillity and escape from the pressures of city life. In contrast to 

the diversity and activity of urban core centres, suburbia can be viewed as a, ‘bland, 

monoculture of dull monotony, mimicry, social order, apathy, conformity, and 

conservatism.'37 The relationship between suburbia and the Christian faith is not 

straightforward. It has been claimed that perhaps no social factor in the United States has 

contributed to the growth of Evangelicalism like suburban sprawl.38  

 

British suburbs have been regarded as contexts where ‘consumerist materialism has 

triumphed over belief in divine power.’39It is possible that suburban areas are the most 

pressing mission field in Britain today, ‘for where else has the popular notion of what it 

means to be human become so seriously divorced from Christian understandings.’40 There are 

many debates about the nature and characteristics of suburbia, especially in a British context. 

Suburbia is both a physical space and a psychological presence. These primarily residential 

areas provide a, ‘private sphere in which families try to achieve emotional stability and to 

secure their position on the ladder of achievement.'41 The values of suburban culture permeate 

the small church and its adherents. Therefore, an important part of this research is to consider 

the potential impact of suburban culture on the operant missiology practised by smaller, 

suburban congregations. Suburbia creates an environment in which smaller congregations can 

feel they are marginal to the wider Christian community and society.  

 

 

 

 
36 Paul Barker, The Freedoms of Suburbia (London: Frances Lincoln Limited, 2009), p.53. 
37 Simon Carey ‘A Mortgage, A Motor-Mower and a Mission: Following Jesus into Suburbia’ Tinsley Annual 

Lecture, (2009) 1-15 (p.6) <https://simoncareyholt.files.wordpress.com/2012/03/a-mortgage-a-motor-mower-

and-a-mission.pdf >[Accessed 20 July 2018]. 
38 Colin Hansen, ‘Love where you Live’, Christianity Today, July 2010 34-37 (p.35), in ATLA Religion 

Database with ATLASerials< http://search.ebscohost.com> [accessed 21 October 2019]. 
39 Huq, On the Edge, p.98. 
40 Malcolm Brown, Faith in Suburbia. Completing the Contextual Trilogy (Edinburgh: Contact Pastoral Trust, 

2005), p.32. 
41 Gibson Winter, The Suburban Captivity of the Churches. An Analysis of Protestant Responsibility in the 

Expanding Metropolis (New York: Doubleday and Company, 1961), p.81. 

https://simoncareyholt.files.wordpress.com/2012/03/a-mortgage-a-motor-mower-and-a-mission.pdf
https://simoncareyholt.files.wordpress.com/2012/03/a-mortgage-a-motor-mower-and-a-mission.pdf
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Conclusion 

 

This research recognises the importance of context and affirms that mission must express 

itself in a locality. The incarnational nature of the Christian faith also stresses the value 

attached to context. Contextual theology, as used in this research, required a careful 

interchange between action, experience, and reflection. The suburban margins of urban areas 

provide a context where it is possible to observe the emergence of missional practice within 

smaller congregations that potentially has wider implications. To embrace this role, 

congregations require to engage with a range of theological resources. 

 

Missional practice provides an opportunity for exploration, reflection, and response. This will 

not be a straightforward process for all congregations. Some could find reflection difficult. 

Other may discover that reflection has a greater appeal than action. Before exploring the 

experiences of smaller, suburban congregations it is important that this research is placed 

within the wider academic context. This literature review will focus on the key themes of 

suburbia and smaller churches. 
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Chapter 1: Literature Review: Resourcing a Suburban Missional Role 

 

Introduction 

 

In this literature review, some of the key texts and arguments that have helped shape this 

theological reflection will be highlighted. Key themes for this research, notably the suburban 

context and smaller churches, will be used to guide this section. In presenting this literature 

review there is a recognition that it is selective in nature. At the same time there is an 

opportunity to set this research within the contexts of wider debates. This section will begin 

with a review of key literature that has influenced the methodological approach to this 

research. 

 

Methodology 

 

A cyclical process of theological reflection will be used in this research to provide the 

overarching methodological framework. Proponents of this methodology have been 

influenced by secular approaches to educational theory.1 In The Pastoral Circle Revised. A 

Critical Quest for Truth and Transformation ed. by Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot and Rodrigo 

Meja 2 scholars and religious professionals are brought together to explore the use of the 

pastoral circle. This book celebrated the 25th anniversary of the publication of Joe Holland 

and Peter Henriot, Social Analysis: Linking Faith and Justice.3  

 

In Joe Holland’s ‘Introduction: Roots of the Pastoral Circle in Personal Experience and 

Catholic Social Tradition’ in The Pastoral Circle Revised. A Critical Quest for Truth and 

Transformation, ed. by Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot and Rodrigo Mejia 4 the origins of this 

approach are explored. Holland notes that the Pastoral Circle was inspired by secular 

approaches to educational theory, especially the work of Paulo Freire. The influence of 

Liberation Theologians, such as Juan Luis Segundo is also noted. For Holland, the Pastoral 

 
1 See, for example, Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, trans. by Myra Bergman Ramos (London: 

Penguin, 1996). Paulo Freire and Ana Maria Araujo Freire, Pedagogy of Hope: Reliving “Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed”, trans. by Robert R. Barr (London: Continuum, 2004). 
2 The Pastoral Circle Revised. A Critical Quest for Truth and Transformation, ed. by Frans Wijsen, Peter 

Henriot and Rodrigo Mejia (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2005). 
3 Joe Holland and Peter Henriot, Social Analysis: Linking Faith and Justice (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1980). 
4 Joe Holland ‘Introduction: Roots of the Pastoral Circle in Personal Experience and Catholic Social Tradition’ 

in The Pastoral Circle Revised. A Critical Quest for Truth and Transformation, ed. by Frans Wijsen, Peter 

Henriot and Rodrigo Mejia (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2005), 1-12. 
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Circle has roots in the modern lay Catholic Action movement and its threefold emphasis on 

see, judge and act. Johannes Banawiatma’s, ‘The Pastoral Circle as Spirituality. Toward and 

open and Contextual church,’ in The Pastoral Circle Revised. A Critical Quest for Truth and 

Transformation, ed. by Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot and Rodrigo Mejia5 seeks to explore the 

concrete, contextual realities that underpin the Pastoral Circle. Banawiatma comments that 

the Christian faith is, ‘contextually experienced, and the encounter with Jesus Christ needs to 

be communicated contextually.’6  

 

In many respects, contextual theology no longer feels new or original. Others such as Green, 

Leech and Bevans and Schroeder have made this point well. However, Banawiatma goes 

further suggesting that contextualised theological reflection is always intertextual and 

intercontextual. For Banawiatma, the way of ‘living contextually is the way of critical 

dialogue and communication.’7 How this might work in practice is not entirely clear.  Such 

sharing creates an awareness that our interpretations are limited. The suggestion is made that 

a continuous process of dialogue and reinterpretation is required. Such a methodology 

appeals to this research. However, there is a risk that conclusions may be, at best, provisional.  

 

This idea of a continual process of reflection was developed by Laurie Green, Let’s Do 

Theology. A Pastoral Cycle Resource Book.8 The argument is made for a theological 

approach that would permit alternative expressions and encourage the pressing issues of the 

day to be more adequately focused.’9 It is clear that Green is passionate about a participative 

theology that investigates and reflects upon God’s presence and activity in our lives, and asks 

what that means for us.10 The reader is presented with a model for theological reflection that 

Green classifies as ‘The Doing Theology Spiral.’ The ‘spiral’ starts with experience, complete 

with all ‘its implicit assumptions and emotional sub-strata.’11 In this book, Green 

acknowledges the impact of earlier practitioners of this approach,12 especially  Liberation 

 
5 Johannes Banawiatma ‘The Pastoral Circle as Spirituality. Toward an open and Contextual church,’ in The 

Pastoral Circle Revised. A Critical Quest for Truth and Transformation, ed. by Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot and 

Rodrigo Mejia (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 2005), 73-85. 
6 Johannes Banawiatma, The Pastoral Circle as Spirituality, p.73. 
7 Johannes Banawiatma, The Pastoral Circle as Spirituality, p.80. 
8 Laurie Green, Let’s Do Theology: A Pastoral Cycle Resource Book (London: Continuum, 1989) and updated 

edition Laurie Green, Let’s Do Theology: Resources for Contextual Theology (London: Mowbray, 2009). 
9 Laurie Green, Let’s Do Theology: A Pastoral Cycle Resource Book (London: Continuum, 1989) p.6. 
10 Green, Let’s Do Theology, p.12. 
11 Green, Let’s Do Theology, p.26. 
12 See, for example, David Kolb, Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and Development 

(Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall, 1983). 
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theologians such as Segundo.13 The influence of the Latin American Pastoral Cycle on this 

‘spiral’ is present but, Green describes his work as ‘home grown.’ It is not entirely clear that 

this is the case. While Green presents a simplified ‘spiral,’ its roots in the more complex 

ideology and ideas of Liberation Theology remain all too apparent.  

 

A case is presented by Green for a ‘participative theology’ which encourages ordinary people 

to challenge the accepted status quo. The suggestion that all theology takes place in the 

context of daily lives and experiences is central to Green’s argument. This emphasis on 

ordinary people, as well as professionals, engaged as reflective practitioners remains hugely 

challenging. There is a risk that such an approach could side-line or even reject sustained 

academic reflection. This book was written for professional clergy working in British urban 

areas. It is suggested by Green that a cyclical process of reflection was designed to be used in 

a range of contexts. In this book, as well as in his other writings, 14 Green has done little to 

move beyond inner city contexts. Although suburban areas are not specifically mentioned it is 

possible to gather insights that could be transferable. The strength of Green’s work lies in his 

ability to relate the ‘pastoral circle’ to a distinctively British urban context. In addition, Green 

is eager that clergy and their congregations should feel they are equipped to engage in 

sustained theological reflection. This has implications for research in which reflection upon 

experiences will have an important role.  

 

Dean Brackley, ‘Searching for Truth and the Right Thing to Do’ in The Pastoral Circle 

Revised. A Critical Quest for Truth and Transformation, ed. by Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot 

and Rodrigo Mejia 15 notes some of the difficulties that the use of experience may present for 

those engaged in theological reflection. Brackley writes that, ‘discovering truth and 

discerning action depend on unmasking the unconscious ignorance, falsehoods and half-

truths that stand between us and reality.’16 It is questionable if this could ever be achieved in 

practice. Yet Brackley claims that, if ‘we ignore that challenge, our search remains 

 
13 See, for example, Juan Luis Segundo, Liberation of Theology (Dublin: Gill and MacMillan, 1977). 
14 See, for example, Laurie Green, Blessed are the Poor? Urban Poverty and the Church (London: SCM, 2015). 

An exception is a piece of work Green co-edited focusing on new residential developments. See Building 

Utopia? Seeking the Authentic Church for New Communities, ed. by Laurie Green and Christopher R. Baker 

(London: SPCK, 2008). 
15 Dean Brackley, ‘Searching for the Right Thing to Do’, in The Pastoral Circle Revised. A Critical Quest for 

Truth and Transformation, ed. by Frans Wijsen, Peter Henriot and Rodrigo Mejia (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 

2005), 211-224 
16 Dean Brackley, Searching for the Right Thing to Do, p.215. 
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unauthentic.’17 Green was also aware that each participant brings a range of experiences, 

reflections and beliefs which impact how we respond to our present situations.18 For Green, 

the progression of the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’ from experience to reflection and then 

response is therefore crucial.  

 

The apparent circular nature of the ‘spiral’ may not be as naturally progressive as Green 

suggests. People, for a variety of reasons, may get stuck at one stage and fail to make a 

transition. There is a recognition by Green, that during the reflective stage there may be a 

need to go back, look again and redefine the major issues arising from an experience.19 Each 

part of the ‘spiral’ is seen to play a crucial reflective role. Attention was drawn to the 

response stage which had the potential to lead on to further reflection. For Green, the freedom 

and liberation that God brings is a ‘freedom into the desert of provisionality so that our 

questioning may be completed in faith.’20 The structure of the ‘spiral’ is appealing to novice 

reflective practitioners who are seeking to develop reflection outside of more traditional 

Western theological methodologies. However, whist Green does place an emphasis on the 

reflective process being undertaken by groups of ordinary Christians, this may not be easy for 

professional clergy to arrange and administer. It is frustrating that Green offers only partial 

guidance as to how such a group might work in practice. 

 

Another British practitioner, Kenneth Leech in, Through our Long Exile: Contextual 

Theology and the Urban Experience 21 also placed an emphasis on the role of ordinary people 

in the process of theological reflection. Leech set out to reflect on British society, theology, 

and pastoral ministry from the perspective of a community-based theologian based in the East 

End of London. The first section reflected on the historical and sociological development of 

the area up to 1971; the second section is much more focused on contextual theology. Like 

Green, Leech believed that experience is foundational for theological reflection. The reader is 

presented with a series of narratives designed to enable a partial engagement with the lives of 

people encountered by Leech. Such an approach is developed in other writings by Leech. 22 

Leech argues for a community-based theology in which practice precedes theory. There is a 

 
17 Dean Brackley, Searching for the Right Thing to Do, p.215. 
18 Green, Let’s Do Theology, p.43 
19 Green, Let’s Do Theology, p.75. 
20 Green, Let’s Do Theology, p.131. 
21 Kenneth Leech, Through our Long Exile: Contextual Theology and the Urban Experience (London: Darton, 

Longman and Todd, 2001). 
22 Kenneth Leech, Doing Theology in Altab Ali Park: A Project in Whitechapel East London, 1990-2004 

(London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2006). 
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need, according to Leech, to reflect on the content of our experience as theology is about 

feeling and hopes as well as thoughts.23 The notion of a ‘local theology’ 24 shapes this book. 

Along with Green, Leech favours using the resources of the Christian faith, notably the Bible 

and traditions, to challenge the present. Leech also supports theological reflection being done 

by groups of people. Like Green, Leech envisioned people ‘working together, supporting, 

criticising, challenging one another, within a framework of common discipleship and 

common struggle.’25 While time was taken to demonstrate how such groups could work there 

was a need for more detail. The formation and leadership of such groups was left vague. 

Without experienced support it is hard to imagine lay people voluntarily sustaining 

theological reflection over a long period of time. 

 

It is noticeable that Leech, Green and others place importance on the role of context in 

theological reflection. In this research the suburban context is significant. Context also plays 

a key role in the experience phase of the ‘Doing Theology Spiral.’ A consideration will now 

be made of some of the literature which describes the context of suburbia. 

 

The Suburban Context 

 

As part of this literature review, it was necessary to engage with resources from other 

disciplines such as geography and sociology. In Robert Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias: The 

Rise and Fall of Suburbia 26 an urban historian outlines the development of suburbia. 

Fishman argues that powerful cultural ideals led to the suburbs becoming the, ‘collective 

creation of the Anglo-American middle class: the bourgeois utopia.’27 Like many 

commentators, Fishman is convinced that suburbia and the middle classes are strongly linked. 

While other types of suburban development are acknowledged, the focus remains primary on 

those inhabited by the middle class. Fishman’s book examines British and North American 

cities. It is claimed that a suburb is the result of an historic vision for a bourgeois utopia. As 

an example, the development of the London suburb of Clapham in the late 18th and 19th 

centuries is of interest. Originally favoured by Evangelical Christian leaders, this suburb 

came to embody ideals that Fishman believes persist today. These ideals include the 

 
23 Leech, Through our Long Exile, p.129. 
24 See, for example, Robert J. Schreiter, Constructing Local Theologies (Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1985). 
25 Leech, Through our Long Exile, p.129. 
26 Robert Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias: The Rise and Fall of Suburbia (New York: Basic Books, 1989). 
27 Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias, p.x. 
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separation of work and living spaces, a focus on the family and specific homemaking roles 

for females. British suburban developments are contrasted with an extremely limited 

discussion of the experiences of continental European cities. However, it is North America 

that attracts Fishman’s deepest interest.   

 

In North America, suburbs were an integral part of the developing city structure; similarities 

with the development of British suburbs are present. However low land prices, railroad 

development and scale enabled North American cities to expand their suburbs beyond the 

more modest British expectations. Fishman cites Los Angeles as the example of the suburban 

dream failing. A lack of cheap land, increased road congestion and a desire to live closer to 

the central business district are viewed as contributing to the end of suburban developments. 

Instead Fishman proposes that future edge of city developments will be focused on 

technology and connectivity. In this transformed urban ecology, the history of suburbia comes 

to an end.28 Fishman is premature in writing about the end of suburbia. While new 

developments in Britain and North America will undoubtedly be different from those that 

have gone before, the appeal of suburbia itself remains enduring.  

 

Rupa Huq, Making Sense of Suburbia through Popular Culture 29 also notes the changing 

nature of suburban areas. For Huq the suburb ‘does not stand still and there is not singular 

experience of suburbia.’30 Like Fishman, Huq is aware that inner city gentrification has 

impacted suburbia. Where once suburbia was viewed as a refuge from the city, today it is 

often portrayed as a place to escape from.31There is a mismatch between what suburbia was 

meant to be and what it has become.32 Such a situation need not be fatal. Unlike Fishman, 

Huq sees a positive future of change for suburbia. The recognition that suburban areas, and 

the experiences of living in such a context, are varied is important for this research. It is all 

too easy to make vague generalisations about a bland, monochrome suburban context. Huq 

describes a changing, suburban landscape where diversity is increasing. Not every suburb 

will experience change in the same way, or at the same pace. There is a risk that Huq fails to 

take this into account. In Huq’s writings, conclusions appear to be primarily drawn from her 

 
28 Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias, p.186. 
29 Rupa Huq, Making Sense of Suburbia Through Popular Culture (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2012). 
30 Huq, Making Sense of Suburbia, p.61. 
31 Huq, Making Sense of Suburbia, p.10. 
32 Huq, Making Sense of Suburbia, p.17. 
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experiences of London suburbs. Although other suburban areas do get mentioned, a broader 

range of suburbs would have aided her arguments. 

 

In Huq, On the Edge. The Contested Cultures of English suburbia 33 some of the tremendous 

changes that have occurred in suburban life in the last 50 years are noted. Such a 

transformation has been largely overlooked. Huq’s discussion of the place of religion in the 

suburbs is of interest to this research. Like Fishman, Huq views suburban developments as 

originating with the Evangelical Christians of the ‘Clapham Sect.’ Although suburbs did exist 

prior to this period, Clapham provided a template where, ‘homes and gardens plus women 

and children were kept separate from the grime, danger and vice that lurked in the 

contemporaneous city.’34 Huq notes that interest in the importance of religion as a social 

force is growing. Yet many critics of the suburbs regard them as places where ‘consumerist 

materialism has triumphed over belief in divine power.’35 For Huq, the suburbs cannot be 

understood in terms of a ‘straightforward relationship between secular materialism and faith / 

spirituality where the formed has killed the later.’36Many of Huq’s observations about faith 

and the suburban culture could apply in other contexts. It is frustrating that a focus on 

Judaism and Islam dominates the narrative. The absence of reflection on contemporary 

Christian communities in suburbia suggests that Christianity has become marginalised in the 

locations it helped to inspire.  

 

Visions of Suburbia, 37 ed. by Roger Silverstone begins with the observation that, ‘the suburb 

is neither uniform nor secure.’38 Huq would agree noting that suburbia is not simply, ‘a 

promised land. It is a place of contradictions with its fair share of problems.’39 Suburbia is 

both complex and central to the lives of its many inhabitants. Deborah Chambers, ‘A stake in 

the Country. Women’s Experiences of Suburban development’40 examined female 

experiences in Western Sydney. This chapter is a reminder of the important role suburban 

areas play in Australia, New Zealand, and other Western countries. Chambers, like Fishman, 

 
33 Rupa Huq, On the Edge. The Contested Cultures of English Suburbia (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 2013).  
34 Huq, On the Edge, p.99. 
35 Huq, On the Edge, p.98. 
36 Huq, On the Edge, p.119. 
37 Visions of Suburbia, ed. by Roger Silverstone (New York: Routledge, 1997). 
38 Roger Silverstone, ‘Introduction’, in Visions of Suburbia, ed. by Roger Silverstone (New York: Routledge, 

1997),1-25 (p.24). 
39 Huq, On the Edge, p.186. 
40 Deborah Chambers, ‘A Stake in the Country. Woman’s Experiences of Suburban Development’, in Visions of 

Suburbia, ed. by Roger Silverstone (New York: Routledge, 1997),86-107. 
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is aware that suburbia embodied a new ideal of family life. Fishman believed that this ideal 

was, ‘so emotionally charged that it made the home more sacred than any place of worship.’41 

Suburban developments, according to Fishman, sought to split work and residence. For 

Chambers this was a material and cultural expression of the ideology of feminine 

domesticity: woman as homemaker.’42 Chambers provides an impression of how women have 

experienced suburbia; it is a story of isolation and loneliness being replaced by increased 

employment opportunities and associated pressures. Chambers provides a reminder that the 

culture and lifestyles of suburbia impact groups of people in different ways.  

 

A theological reflection on the Christian faith in British suburbs was undertaken by Jane 

Gibbs, Faith in Suburbia 43. In this short booklet Gibbs argues that both suburbia, and the 

suburban church, are in trouble. The suburban context is important for Gibbs. Anyone hoping 

to pursue mission in suburbia requires to investigate the context. Gibbs believes that aspects 

of suburban culture need to be challenged. Yet Christians often embrace the culture of 

individualism, choice, and mobility. This is illustrated for Gibbs in the way Christians choose 

which church will best suit their needs. For Gibbs, such events ‘happen less readily in the 

inner-city where selection still operates mostly on the level of residency.’44  

 

There is a risk that Gibbs gives the impression that inner-city areas are neighbourhoods where 

a sense of community still prevails. In contrast, suburbia is portrayed as a place of loneliness, 

individualism, and a lack of community cohesion. The reality is more complex and nuanced 

that Gibbs indicates. In terms of this research, Gibbs provides a helpful introduction to the 

context in which suburban churches operate. Key themes linking faith with the suburban 

culture are introduced. However, Gibbs fails to adequately describe the varied nature of 

suburban congregations. The role of churches in the suburbs is questioned. For Gibbs, the 

Church no longer has the, ‘respect or authority among the general population in suburbia to 

exercise its traditional prophetic role.’45 This raises questions about whether the church in 

suburbia ever had exercised such a role. It also highlights the ongoing debate surrounding the 

role of the church in suburbia. 

 

 
41 Fishman, Bourgeois Utopias, p.4. 
42Deborah Chambers, ‘A Stake in the Country. Woman’s Experiences of Suburban Development’, in Visions of 

Suburbia, ed. by Roger Silverstone (New York: Routledge, 1997),86-107 (p.87). 
43 Jane Gibbs, Faith in Suburbia (Cambridge: Grove Books Limited, 2003). 
44 Gibbs, Faith in Suburbia, p.15. 
45 Gibbs, Faith in Suburbia, p.18. 
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Leadership will have a significant influence on the missiological role of a congregation. 

Steven Morris, Leading a Suburban Church. Good News from the Edge of Things,46 reflects 

on the role of leaders in congregations. This work is primarily concerned with those suburbs 

that have, ‘perhaps seen better days or are a part of urban sprawl or that lack a clear 

definition.’47 Suburban ministry is seen as a place of hope and opportunity. Reflecting on his 

life as a professional vicar based in suburbia, Morris notes that alongside opportunities, the 

suburban culture presents huge challenges for the Christian Church. The crises created by 

such challenges are thought to enable a congregation to grow and develop. Morris comments 

that it is only when a church reaches, ‘crunch point that learning can happen and new shoots 

can grow.’48 It is interesting to consider if this really is the case.  

 

It should be possible for churches to engage in reflective processes, such as the ‘Doing 

Theology Spiral’ as part of their usual everyday congregational life together. Green viewed 

such a process as being an integral part of congregational life. For regular reflection to occur 

then leadership in this area is required. Morris favours a relational model of leadership. This 

leadership, Morris feels, is required in, ‘unlovely suburban places, and church is the lovely 

currency of servant-hearted love.’49 The reference to suburban areas as ‘unlovely’ is 

problematic. Many suburban dwellers, even in difficult areas, feel strongly about where they 

live and reject outside criticism. Morris appears to be guilty of drawing on stereotypes of 

suburbia. The same charge could also be levelled against Morris’ views of servant leadership. 

To counter this, Morris notes that leadership requires courage, wisdom, and realism. At the 

same time missional practice must be flexible. The result is that suburban congregations 

require a leadership that offers, ‘some direction and fresh thinking and renewed hope.’50 Such 

leadership requires to challenge the prevailing cultural narratives of suburbia. 

 

The impact of suburban culture on Australian Evangelicals forms the focus for Tim Foster, 

The Suburban Captivity of the Church.51 This is one of the few writings that takes the 

suburban context seriously from an Evangelical perspective. For Foster, contextualisation is 

 
46 Steven Morris, Leading a Suburban Church. Good News from the Edge of Things (Cambridge: Grove Books 

Limited, 2018). 
47 Morris, Leading a Suburban Church, p.15. 
48 Morris, Leading a Suburban Church, p.11. 
49 Morris, Leading a Suburban Church, p.22. 
50 Morris, Leading a Suburban Church, p.26. 
51 Tim Foster, The Suburban Captivity of the Church. Contextualising the Gospel for Post-Christian Australia 

(Moreland: Acorn Press, 2014). 
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about bringing the gospel message into, ‘critical engagement with the cultural narratives that 

shape us, and forming the gospel as an alternative story to live by.’52 This counter-cultural 

activity will have an impact on the missional practice of suburban congregations. The local 

church is regarded by Foster as a community that has embraced this alternative cultural 

narrative.’53 It is difficult to believe that such a description is applicable to most suburban 

congregations. Even Foster appears unconvinced that suburban congregations have embraced 

a counter-cultural role.  

 

Much of the first section of this book describes inner-city contexts. When Foster returns to 

the suburbs, his broad overviews mirror comments made by other commentator such as 

Gibbs, Huq and Fishman. Foster goes on to conclude that the Evangelical Gospel message 

has served to support the wider suburban narrative. Foster fails to acknowledge that suburban 

stereotypes may be outdated and refers to only a limited range of suburban types. Instead, 

Foster pursues the argument that Evangelicals have supported a suburban culture of, ‘family 

values, sense of entitlement and desire to control the world.’54 This is believed to represent a 

capitulation to idolatry and fails to seriously challenge the suburban secular vision.55 It is 

right to argue that the church should offer an, ‘embodiment of God’s new order proclaiming 

its coming and providing a foretaste of what it will look like.’56 An over reliance on outdated 

suburban imagery and stereotypes does little to aid his case. Presenting the suburban church 

as a supporter of Western suburban values is provocative. However, turning from a critic of 

present practices to an advocate for a positive, counter-cultural alternative is not easy. Foster 

begins to move in the right direction but fails to present a strong outline of how a suburban 

congregation might begin to live counter-culturally as part of its missional practice. 

 

As Fishman and Huq noted, suburban developments are changing. This is particularly 

apparent in the newer developments promoted in Britain since the turn of the millennium. In 

Building Utopia? Seeking the Authentic Church for New Communities, ed. by Laurie Green 

and Christopher R. Baker 57,  an attempt is made to engage urban contextual theology with 

an, ‘extremely diffuse suburban landscape of myriad forms which defies definition and 

 
52 Tim Foster, The Suburban Captivity of the Church, p.6. 
53 Tim Foster, The Suburban Captivity of the Church, p.27. 
54 Tim Foster, The Suburban Captivity of the Church, p.82. 
55 Tim Foster, The Suburban Captivity of the Church, p.82. 
56 Tim Foster, The Suburban Captivity of the Church, p.138. 
57 Building Utopia? Seeking the Authentic Church for New Communities, ed. by Laurie Green and Christopher 

R. Baker (London: SPCK, 2008). 
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categorization.’58 This books sets out to consider new post-suburban developments, 

particularly in the South East of England. It is debatable if these developments really have 

been post-suburban in nature. Most of the developments mentioned are suburban in character, 

consisting primarily of residential housing aimed at middle-class professionals and their 

families.  

 

Following Green’s ‘Doing Theology Spiral’, a contextual approach to the issue is adopted. 

The selection of areas studied can at times be quite perplexing. Some are clearly suburban 

developments while others are more in line with urban areas in terms of their character. The 

common theme is that all the areas mentioned have undergone massive change as the result 

of significant development for residential housing. The priority placed on profit by private 

developers has created vast areas lacking facilities and a sense of community. For Green and 

Baker, the mobility of individuals adds to this sense of loneliness and isolation. Yet the 

authors comment that the Christian church has a lot of experience creating, working with and 

reflecting upon community.59 With these large government approved, private developer led 

projects, the history of suburbia appears to be entering a new phase. Older established 

suburbs, new areas and a mix of private and public sector developments provide the context 

for small, suburban congregations. 

 

Small Congregations 

 

Small, suburban congregations are the focus of this research. Hilary Taylor, A Toolbox for 

Small Churches. A Spiritual and Practical Guide to Small Church Life 60 sets out to define 

smaller British congregations. Taylor is keen to point out that a small church is not a smaller 

sized version of a large church.61 Commenting on the result of a questionnaire sent to smaller 

churches in membership of the Baptist Union of Great Britain, Taylor notes that respondents 

valued  features such as the friendly atmosphere, relationships and opportunities to get 

involved. Conversely a shortage of money and volunteers were negatives.62 While Taylor 

views each smaller church as unique, it is also noted that as institutions they are subjected to 

the same legal and other demands made on all churches.  

 
58 Building Utopia? ed. by Green and Baker, p.11. 
59 Building Utopia? ed. by Green and Baker, p.121. 
60 Hilary Taylor, A Toolbox for Small Churches. A Spiritual and Practical Guide to Small Church Life 
61 Taylor, A Toolbox for Small Churches, p.21. 
62 Taylor, A Toolbox for Small Churches, p.21. 
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The mindset of smaller congregations is of interest to Taylor. Each church may feel that they 

are an exceptional grouping of people. However, Taylor observes, that to everyone else they 

are simply a church. For Taylor, the reality for many smaller churches is primarily one of 

survival.63 In order to survive mission is seen as crucial. Taylor notes a commonly held view 

among smaller congregations that, ‘if no new people are coming to Christ and joining us, the 

church will shrink and eventually die.’64 Such a statement betrays the views of a wider 

culture which, as Pappas and Planting note, believes that, ‘if bigger is better, then smaller is 

worse.’65  

 

This research is focused on missional practice within smaller congregations. If institutional 

survival lies behind the desire for mission, then this would appear to be an inadequate 

foundation. While Taylor has lots of helpful guidance for leaders of smaller congregations, 

the failure to address this issue is a significant weakness. Taking time to explore in more 

depth the reasons for mission in the setting of a smaller congregation, could have drawn out 

some of the unique roles such churches may find in the mission of God. As a result, Taylor 

gave the impression that although smaller congregations are unique, their missional practice 

is fundamentally about survival. 

 

A different approach is adopted in Anthony Pappas and Scott Planting’s Mission. The Small 

Church Reaches Out.66 Here an argument is made that smaller congregations have a vital 

missional role. Anthony Pappas ‘Different and Doable. Six Keys to Understanding church 

mission’67 argues that it is a myth that the small church can’t do mission.68 Taylor would 

undoubtedly agree. Pappas believes that this myth owes its origins to a culture that values the 

large and apparently successful. It is a myth which can all too easily shape a congregation’s 

understanding of its mission. For Pappas, smaller congregations, ‘need to believe in 

themselves and know that God is truly present in them.’69 Many commentators would take 

the view that new programmes and strategies can be used to help a church reflect on, and 

 
63 Taylor, A Toolbox for Small Churches, p.96. 
64 Taylor, A Toolbox for Small Churches, p.93. 
65Anthony Pappas and Scott Planting Mission. The Small Church Reaches Out (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 

1993), p.7. 
66 Pappas and Planting Mission. The Small Church Reaches Out. 
67 Anthony Pappas, ‘Different and Do-able. Six Keys to Understanding church mission’, in Mission. The Small 

Church Reaches Out, by Anthony Pappas and Scott Planting (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1993) 1-14. 
68 Anthony Pappas, Different and Do-able, p.3.  
69 Anthony Pappas, Different and Do-able, p.9. 
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improve upon, its mission. Pappas takes a different approach favouring a focus on present 

behaviour. Small churches according to Pappas, are comfortable in their habits and, ‘one way 

to enhance mission in the small church is to honour long-held habits.’70 Such an approach is 

of interest to this research. Pappas is under no illusions. Mission in the small church is a, 

‘marginal, fragile enterprise.’ 71 At the same time, it is also, ‘organic, integral and 

responsive.’72 

 

Karl Vaters, Small Church Essentials. Field Tested Principles for Leading a Healthy 

Congregation of under 250 73 takes up similar themes to those of Taylor, Pappas, and 

Planting. For Vaters, just because a congregation is small in size does not mean that it is 

‘broken, lazy, visionless, ingrown, poorly led, or theologically faulty.’74 Such a spirited 

defence of smaller congregations may create questions as to whether there actually is a 

problem with smaller congregations. Vaters suggests that there may be strategic reasons as to 

why a smaller congregation remains the size that it is. These could include factors such as a 

desire to simplify or streamline ministry and the history of a congregation. It may be 

necessary for a church to experience a period of being relatively small in terms of 

membership numbers. At no point does Vaters try to cover up the weaknesses of such 

congregations. Yet like Pappas and Planting, Vaters does not see the introduction of outside 

programmes and activities as a solution. It is noted that the systems and programmes that 

bring stability to larger congregations can make small church seem, ‘cold and corporate, 

negating the main reason most people attend a small church to begin with – the personal 

touch.’75  

 

The unique nature of smaller congregations is also emphasised in Lyle E. Schaller, The Small 

Church is Different 76. Like Vaters, Schaller is concerned that such congregations should 

adopt appropriate activities and programmes. Schaller writes that all plans for these 

congregations should be designed in response to the distinctive characteristics of the smaller 

church.77 In many respects, Schaller is inviting readers to consider some of the reasons 

 
70 Anthony Pappas, Different and Do-able, p.11. 
71 Anthony Pappas, Different and Do-able, p.12. 
72 Anthony Pappas, Different and Do-able, p.12. 
73 Karl Vaters, Small Church Essentials. Field Tested Principles for Leading a Healthy Congregation of under 

250 (Chicago: Moody Publishers, 2018). 
74 Vaters, Small Church Essentials, p.36. 
75 Vaters, Small Church Essentials, p.63. 
76 Lyle E. Schaller, The Small Church is Different (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1982). 
77 Schaller, The Small Church is Different, p.41. 
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smaller congregations have managed to survive as long as they have. Schaller does 

acknowledge some of the well-known weaknesses of such churches, in particular the low 

self-esteem of congregations. Moreover, a combination of loyalty, shared experiences and a 

sense of community do enable smaller congregations to continue. According to Schaller, 

leaders in most congregations ‘underestimate the size, strength, resources, assets, and 

potential of that church.’78 The impact of this low self-confidence on missional practice 

within congregations deserves further consideration. Recognising the potential of smaller 

congregations, whilst affirming their unique nature, can help congregations establish a firmer 

self-belief in their mission and missional practice. 

 

Points made by Schaller and Vaters with regard to the positive role smaller congregations can 

have, are developed further in Brandon J. O’Brien, The Strategically Small Church Intimate, 

Nimble, Authentic, Effective 79. According to O’Brien such a congregation is one that is 

comfortable being small, because it has learned to recognise the unique advantages of its 

size.80 This enables a church to proceed, not from a ‘sense of its deficiencies, but from 

confidence in its strengths.’81 It is a hypothesis of this research that the hidden strengths of 

smaller congregations have an impact on missional practice. Yet such strengths, whether 

pastoral, missional, or relational can often be overlooked as a congregation appears absorbed 

by its apparent failures.  

 

In contrast, O’Brien is confident about the future of smaller congregations. Like Schaller, 

Vaters, and Taylor, relationships are central. For O’Brien, authentic churches are marked by 

an intimacy of fellowship.82 As size works against such intimacy, smaller congregations are 

therefore ‘uniquely equipped to cultivate intimate relationships among their congregants.’83 It 

is possible to be naïve about the relational strengths of smaller congregations. In this 

research, strong ties among existing members may be seen to work against mission by 

excluding newcomers. Smaller, inward looking churches may also find it difficult to honestly 

reflect on their missional practice.  

 

 
78 Schaller, The Small Church is Different, p.58. 
79 Brandon J. O’Brien, The Strategically Small Church. Intimate, Nimble, Authentic, Effective. (Minneapolis: 

Bethany House, 2010). 
80 O’Brien, The Strategically Small Church, p.15. 
81 O’Brien, The Strategically Small Church, p.15. 
82 O’Brien, The Strategically Small Church, p.67. 
83 O’Brien, The Strategically Small Church, p.67. 
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Following Schaller, O’Brien does see a need to liberate smaller congregations from the 

constant pressure to do more; this is a theme that will be explored later in this research. It is 

possible that a smaller congregation can benefit from, ‘learning to value depth over 

volume.’84 O’Brien also believes there is a need for congregations to have a healthy self-

esteem. This is especially true for leaders who need to be confident that God has, ‘brought the 

right people into your church at the right time.’85 This is illustrated in the discussion centred 

on intergenerational church. O’Brien appreciates that leaders struggle to provide age-specific 

ministry to every demographic in the congregation.86 Yet even small steps toward 

intergenerational relationships within a church can make a significant difference.87 O’Brien is 

aware of the limitations smaller congregations experience about finance and volunteers. 

Again, relationships emerge as the key to breaking a cycle of decline in confidence and 

expectations.  

 

Many of the books on small church ministry were written from a North American 

perspective. In the United States, many smaller congregations are in rural small towns. 

Martin Robinson and Dan Yarnell, Celebrating the Small Church 88 write from a British 

perspective. Here there is less idealism about the nature of smaller congregations as the 

mission of small congregations is reflected upon. There is, according to Robinson, a sense 

that a church can only truly be the church as it engages in the journey of God’s missionary 

call.89 Yet the size of a congregation is not an accurate measurement of its missionary role. 

This is recognised by congregations who, ‘often stay quiet because they do not always have 

the theological tools to express this truth.’90 This highlights a need for smaller congregations 

to reflect on their missional practice. Theological reflection has the potential to equip and 

enable smaller congregations to discover their perspectives and to add their voice to 

contemporary missiological debates. 

 

 

 

 

 
84 O’Brien, The Strategically Small Church, p.88. 
85 O’Brien, The Strategically Small Church, p.115. 
86 O’Brien, The Strategically Small Church, p.131. 
87 O’Brien, The Strategically Small Church, p.136. 
88Martin Robinson and Dan Yarnell, Celebrating the Small Church (Tunbridge Wells: Monarch, 1993).  
89 Robinson and Yarnell, Celebrating the Small Church, p.25. 
90 Robinson and Yarnell, Celebrating the Small Church, p.26. 
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Conclusion 

 

In this literature review it has become apparent that small, suburban congregations are largely 

overlooked. Consideration has been made of the wider suburban contexts. Literature on 

suburban areas has focused on Western expressions primarily in North America, Australia and 

in the United Kingdom. British suburbia, although sharing many similarities with 

developments elsewhere, has its own unique culture and developmental history. The role of 

faith in the suburbs is touched upon although not in any detail. Even those writing from a 

Christian perspective, struggle to adequately describe the complexity and variety of British 

suburbia.  

 

The suburban church also appears to leave commentators perplexed. Some regard suburbia as 

a monochrome home to middle-class consumers who are accustomed to choice and success. 

Others describe a more diverse community where faith, especially Christianity, has been 

marginalised. The breadth and depth of suburban culture suggests a context from which there 

is much to be investigated and reflected upon. Small, suburban congregations have emerged 

as a valuable area for new research. Missional practice within these congregations presents an 

opportunity to gain new insights from a reflection on their experiences. Having presented an 

overview of the literature, this research will now turn to the experience phase of the ‘Doing 

Theology Spiral.’ 
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Chapter 2: Experience: Mission in Small, Suburban Congregations 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The experience of missional practice within selected small, suburban congregations will be 

considered in this section. In the literature review, it was apparent that mission and 

missiology have received considerable attention. However, within suburbia the missional 

practice of smaller churches has been largely overlooked. A focus on the experience of 

missional practice may identify theological resources that are already present but undervalued 

by congregations. Experience also provides an opportunity to consider if other theological 

resources may be required by smaller, suburban congregations.  

 

This chapter will report on, and begin to analyse, the data gathered as part of this research. 

The fieldwork undertaken sought to investigate missional practice within small, suburban 

congregations. To achieve this, a limited number of church leaders were invited to participate. 

The selection of leaders, rather than members of congregations, was deliberate. It was felt 

that leaders would act as representatives of the researcher’s peer group. Accounts of their 

experiences were expected to benefit the ongoing development of the researcher as a 

reflective practitioner. In taking this approach it was recognised that small congregations rely 

on a range of people to fulfil a variety of leadership tasks. As a result, attempts were made to 

incorporate the views of a cross section of lay leaders as well as those recognised as paid 

professionals. Paid leaders worked in a mix of part-time and full-time positions. Following an 

initial approach, several leaders expressed a willingness to voluntarily participate in this 

research. 

 

In this phase of the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’, the results of the fieldwork will be recorded and 

a tentative analysis made. The structure for this section will be provided by key themes that 

emerged from the published literature and the gathered data. Respondents were asked to 

define mission. The literature highlighted varied definitions and understandings of this term. 

There was a risk that respondents restricted their answers to orthodox and largely theoretical 

definitions of mission. A focus on mission statements sought to permit an identification of 

ways in which mission was defined in practical terms for congregations. It was also 

considered important to identify the place of reflection within congregational missional 
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practice. Respondents were then offered an opportunity to reflect on the strengths and 

weaknesses of missional practice within their churches. This section will begin with an 

overview of the methodology that has been adopted. 

 

Methodology 

 

For this research, a framework for theological reflection based on the ‘Doing Theology 

Spiral’ of experience, reflection and response has been adopted. Forms of the pastoral cycle 

have been widely used in both Roman Catholic and Protestant churches. This methodological 

approach has parallels with developments in education.  In education, the Kolb ‘experimental 

learning cycle’ is viewed as a helpful way to represent how adults learn.1 Alternative 

methodologies, such as action research, were considered. This fieldwork forms the 

experience section of the wider missiological reflection. It was decided that a primarily 

qualitative approach to the fieldwork would be the most effective route by which data could 

be gathered; this would be supported by a limited use of quantitative data. Prior to engaging 

with this research, it had been believed that relationships and collective narratives would be 

significant for the missiological role expressed by smaller congregations. A qualitative 

approach can capture the strengths, weaknesses and realities faced by small congregations 

with regard to their missional role.  

 

For this study, small, suburban Baptist churches in Southern England were selected. This 

mirrored the denomination and location of the researcher’s own congregation. The 

geographical range was limited to a maximum distance of three hours travel time from the 

researcher’s home base in Berkshire. In placing these limits, it was recognised that variations 

might have been expected had other geographical areas or denominations been selected. 

However, the gathered data does reflect engagement with a diverse, cross-section of small 

churches found within the Baptist denomination. Some of the opinions expressed, and 

insights gained, would be applicable in other contexts. At the same time, the results provide a 

picture of how specific congregations view their missional role in the context of suburban 

Britain. 

 

 
1 Kolb’s learning cycle involves four stages, namely: concrete learning, reflective observation, abstract 

conceptualisation, and active experimentation. Effective learning can be seen when the learner progresses 

through the cycle. See, David A. Kolb, Experimental Learning: Experience as the Source of Learning and 

Development (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice Hall, 1984). 
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The research fieldwork had three distinct stages. The first stage involved listening to the 

experiences of participants as they reflected upon the missional role of their congregations. 

Participants had to be in recognised leadership roles. In an ideal situation it would have been 

interesting to gain insights from ordinary church members, but this was not possible. 

Involving ordinary church members in the reflective process through the formation of groups, 

was excluded at this stage. It was felt that all the congregations encountered for this research 

were in the very early stages of missiological reflection. The formation of ‘lay led’ groups 

was considered to be more appropriate after the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’ had been used for a 

period of time.  

 

The selection of participants recognised the influence leaders have in smaller congregations. 

It was hoped that the views of those participating would be broadly representative of the 

wider congregation. It is acknowledged that individual members of a congregation may hold 

views which differ from those of their leaders. There was also an awareness that Baptist 

churches in general terms, have placed an emphasis on the role of each individual member in 

the process of decision making and spiritual discernment. British Baptist theologian, Nigel 

Wright, wrote that a church member is an, ‘active participant in the crucial work of sustaining 

the congregation and passing on the faith.’2 This research needed to take into consideration an 

ecclesiology which places an emphasis on the priesthood of all believers and the concept of 

every member ministry. It therefore must balance the tension between the desire to hear from 

grassroots activists and the practical realities presented by recognised leadership structures. 

 

The fieldwork used an online survey 3 which was conducted using the functionality of the 

provider ‘Survey Monkey.’4 Invitations to participate were sent to 100 small, suburban 

Baptist congregations that had been identified through an analysis of the records of churches 

in membership with the Baptist Union of Great Britain and online research. Potential 

churches were selected based on their official church membership statistics and suburban 

location. Churches were required to have an official membership of less than 40 adults. 

Participants were provided with a link to the survey by email, telephone, and post. Church 

leadership was broadly defined, and included roles such as minster, elder, deacon and youth 

worker. Respondents could be employed by the church or serve in a voluntary capacity. In 

 
2 Nigel Wright, ‘Church Membership’, Baptist Basics 4 (Didcot: Baptist Union of Great Britain, 2016) p.5. 
3 See Appendix 1 
4 www.surveymonkey.net 
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restricting the distribution of questionnaires, it was intended to make data collection 

manageable. It was also thought that those serving in leadership positions might have 

undertaken some formal, or informal, reflection upon the missional role of their 

congregations. 

 

The online survey was designed to gain a broad impression of how the leadership in selected 

congregations viewed missional practice within their congregations. Questions for the online 

survey sought to provide opportunities for participants to reflect upon understandings of 

mission and the actual practices of their church community. Each survey concluded with an 

invitation to take part in a longer, semi-structured interview. Two sets of semi-structured 

interviews were undertaken. 5 The first set of interviews involved the leaders of 10 

congregations selected from the online survey responses. A second set of interviews was 

conducted at a later stage, using a different range of questions, with a further 10 church 

leaders. In selecting congregations, the location of the church, the type of suburb in which it 

was situated, and a brief developmental history were taken into consideration.  A variety of 

contexts were selected. Some congregations were situated in private residential areas. Others 

were in contexts with a high percentage of social housing. Most participants were located in 

suburbs dominated by private owner-occupied housing units. It was hoped that insights from 

these locations would be transferable to other contexts. 

 

This methodological approach has the potential to create an ongoing reflective cycle that 

lacked a clearly defined end point. This reflects a hope that reflection on missional practice 

within small, suburban congregations would form part of a broader, open-ended reflective 

process. Surveys were structured to encourage participants to reflect on mission, a sense of 

place or belonging, activism, social action, and marginalisation. A consideration will now be 

made of the key contextual information supplied by participants. This will help produce an 

impression of the general context faced by these small, suburban congregations.  

 

Context 

 

Context may be viewed as a resource to empower missional practice within small, suburban 

congregations. Contextual information can be useful in trying to discern reasons as to why 

 
5 See appendices 2 and 3 
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participants responded to the questionnaires and interviews in particular ways. In the online 

questionnaires, 58 percent of respondents identified themselves as a ‘minister’ and 38 percent 

as a recognised lay leader such as a deacon. In terms of gender, male respondents were equal 

in number to those who were female. No other gender classification was offered. A 

significant number, 38 percent of respondents, had been attending their church for 15 years or 

more.  

 

A picture emerged of congregations who have one paid leader, usually designated as the 

‘minister’. This person is typically at a middle or later stage in their working life span. 

Participants were qualified professionals, often having at least one university degree level 

qualification. In general terms it is reasonable to describe respondents as mature, middle class 

leaders from professional and educated backgrounds. Respondents were in leadership of 

churches with a membership of up to 40 adults. In several cases, more people were reported 

to attend than were in formal membership. 

 

It was important to consider how churches viewed their own localities. It was of interest to 

see if churches viewed their local context as a place of mission, or if they regarded this as 

occurring elsewhere. It was also thought that contextualisation of the Gospel message would 

be an important missiological resource. Faithful contextualisation requires ‘that the church 

understands its cultural context.’6 In the online survey, respondents were offered a selection 

of words and phrases to help identify the type of area churches believed they were located 

in.7 The results displayed fairly typical perceptions of suburbia. In terms of positive 

descriptions, it appeared than many churches were in areas where people owned their own 

homes, experienced a good sense of community, and commuted to work elsewhere. Crime 

rates were perceived to be low and communities were believed to contain a mix of young 

families and retired people.  

 

 
6 Michael W. Goheen, Introducing Christian Mission Today. Scripture, History, and Issues (Downers Grove: 

Intervarsity Press, 2014), p.290. 
7 See Appendix 1 
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Figure 1 : Missional Practice: Descriptions of Local 
Contexts

 
 

 

While many respondents had a positive impression of their context, this was not universal. 

Social problems, a lack of public facilities and drug misuse were also reported. In many 

respects, participants could have been describing any suburban context. People had both 

negative and positive things to say about where they lived. Suburbs vary and generalisations 

may prove to be inaccurate. Residents perceptions of their own suburban locality vary 

significantly. 

 

A reflection on missional practice within a congregation requires an awareness of the context 

in which mission takes place. The issue of cultural context is important because a 

congregation ought to shape itself in order to transform a culture for the sake of the Kingdom 

of God.8 When asked if their church regarded its local community as the place where mission 

takes place, responses varied. One respondent replied that, ‘I think they regard it as a place 

 
8 Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come: Innovation and Mission for the 21st Century 

Church, Revised and updated edn (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2013), p.35.  
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where mission should take place.’9 Not every church regarded their local context as beneficial 

to any perceived missional practice;  an interviewee noted the high hedge that had been 

deliberately planted by members to effectively surround the church building. This leader felt 

that there was a ‘mindset that actually, the estate is a horrible, fearful place.’10 There appeared 

to be a tension over where mission was to be located. 

 

Leaders were confident when describing the involvement of their congregations in forms of 

overseas mission. Support for partners or individuals working abroad in a missionary 

capacity was widely publicised and promoted. In contrast, there was confusion and an 

element of tension as to what exactly local mission could be. For one church leader the 

apparent tension between overseas and local mission had been a source for missiological 

reflection. This leader felt that her church was overlooked. She questioned why people found 

it acceptable to support mission overseas but failed to consider that mission could be just as 

valid in their own locality. In what felt like a sense of frustration, this respondent asked, ‘why 

are people called to an overseas mission but not to the little church down the road?’11 Varied 

understandings of the term ‘mission’ may have added to this sense of confusion. 

 

Mission 

 

It was valuable to explore how participants understood and used the term mission. 

Interpretations of the term mission would inevitably impact how respondents understood 

missional practice within their congregations. The online survey and semi-structured 

interviews sought to explore understandings of the term mission; a variety of responses were 

received.  

 

 

 
9 Church 1, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 14 October 2016. 
10 Church 8, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 13 January 2017. 
11 Keith Wilson, Liberating the Suburbs? A Theological Reflection on the Missiological Role of small, suburban 

congregations (survey), 19 July 2016 https://www.surveymonkey,couk/r/suburbanmission [accessed 1 August 

2016] 

https://www.surveymonkey,couk/r/suburbanmission
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Churches 11-20.

 
 

Outreach and evangelism dominated understandings of the term mission. Serving the 

community was also understood by many to form part of their missional practice. 

Discipleship and justice, arguably key themes within Jesus’ own teachings, received a 

relatively low response. Mission was seen as requiring an active response by congregations 

with phrases such as ‘telling others’ and ‘demonstrating God’s love’ being used.  A leader 

stated their belief that, ‘people who claim to have faith in Jesus Christ have contact with lots 

of people and that’s where mission starts.’12 This connection between relationships and 

mission resonated with another respondent. For this leader, mission was expressed ‘through 

simply sharing your story and your hospitality, thereby demonstrating God’s love and 

grace.’13 The range of definitions associated with the word mission provided a reminder that 

this is not a static term. The term ‘mission’ can be used to indicate, ‘intentionality, purpose, 

 
12 Church 2, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 17 October 2016 
13 Keith Wilson, Liberating the Suburbs? A Theological Reflection on the Missiological Role of small, suburban 

congregations (survey), 18 July 2016 https://www.surveymonkey,couk/r/suburbanmission [accessed 1 August 

2016] 

https://www.surveymonkey,couk/r/suburbanmission
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movement.’14 It appeared that tensions associated with the term ‘mission’ were an indicator 

of some of the issues congregations faced in trying to define, and reflect upon, their missional 

role. 

 

Reflection 

 

Theological reflection can be a resource to empower missional practice within a 

congregation. It was important to consider whether congregations were actively practicing 

some form of missional reflection. Initially it appeared that little education or reflection was 

occurring that could be formally described as missiological in nature. On closer examination 

areas emerged where it was possible to discern missional practices being observed, 

encouraged, and reflected upon. 

 

There were several things that churches did which appeared to encourage the development, 

and use, of missiological reflection. Personal reflection and prayer, with a focus on mission, 

was encouraged. Training on mission and involvement with an overseas missional project or 

partnership also had a role. However, a combination of Sunday teaching, midweek Bible 

study groups and regular reviews of ministry activities appeared central as to how a 

congregation reflected on missional practice. Such practices benefitted from a leadership 

committed to reflecting on, and developing further, missional practice within their 

congregations. 

 

A few congregations had received support from Baptist Union Home Mission and were 

encouraged to engage in a formal process of reflection. However, this appeared to take 

different forms. For example, one church engaged in a two year ‘Mission Action Plan’. This 

aimed to review all activities and asked the congregation to reflect on ‘which are good in 

terms of mission?’15 As a church they had been encouraged to consider the question, ‘how do 

we work with people in this community?’16 

 

 

 
14 Craig Ott, ‘Introduction’ in Encountering Theology of Mission. Biblical Foundations, Historical 

Developments and Contemporary Issues ed. by Craig Ott and Stephen J. Strauss with Timothy C. Tennent 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2010), pix-xxxvi (pix). 
15 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
16 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
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Activities were sometimes used as sources for missiological reflection by churches; one 

congregation ran a community shop. Practical issues, such as the rent renewal period, caused 

the congregation to reflect on the role of this project. Formal processes which encouraged 

missiological reflection were not a straightforward or easy process. A leader commented that 

people engaged in reflection tended to ask, ‘what is my mission in the church rather than 

what is the mission of the church?’17 Specifically this leader wanted people to reflect on the 

question, ‘what is the mission of this church?’18  

 

A creative approach to Bible teaching also encouraged a form of missional reflection. In 

church 17, the leader had tried to creatively re-enact the parable of the talents with their 

congregation.19 Small groups of people were given a sum of money which was to be invested 

 
17 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
18 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
19 See Luke 19:11-27 
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in ideas to encourage missional practice. This leader said, ‘I believe we have a significant 

missiological role. I believe the congregation is disheartened.’20 A congregation was being 

encouraged to engage creatively in missional practice. Initial results appeared to be positive; 

several new ideas and activities had been tried as a result. Perhaps more importantly, people 

were excited and engaged in thinking about mission and their missional practice. 

 

Mission Statements 

 

A mission statement can be one of the ways congregations express elements of their 

missional practice. It was thought that mission statements could form a resource to help 

empower missional practice within a congregation.  Mission statements, where present, could 

highlight links and gaps between thinking and the actual missional practices of 

congregations. Mission statements may help a congregation clarify their thinking with regard 

to their place in the mission of God. Mission involves a congregation agreeing to adopt what 

Morisy describes as a ‘purposeful strategy.’21 

 

Many of the participating congregations did have a mission statement. The content of these 

statements varied greatly. This created some concern; if churches are unable to have a 

tangible agreement as to the nature of their mission, it was possible that missional practice 

would be equally difficult to assess. The range of mission statements reflected the 

independent nature of these small congregations. This independence is an issue for 

congregational led denominations where the focus has shifted away from interdependence. 

Churches tend to view themselves in isolation, lacking a strong, centralised administration. 

Consequently, smaller congregations can exercise a great deal of freedom and power when it 

comes to defining their mission. This independence will inevitably impact their missional 

practice. However, while independent thought does have the potential to enable a highly 

contextualised approach to mission to emerge, of more concern were churches that lacked 

any form of mission statement. Perhaps they were rejecting a sense of bureaucratic 

conformity? It could also reflect a failure to engage in a meaningful debate about their 

mission and missional practice. 

 

 
20 Church 17, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 2 December 2019. 
21 Ann Morisy, Journeying Out. A New Approach to Christian Mission (London: Continuum, 2004), p.187. 



44 

 

An examination of some of the keywords and phrases used in mission statements showed that 

many of the responding congregations mentioned the term ‘community.’ A typical comment 

was made by one congregation which stated in their mission statement that, ‘we aim to bring 

transformation in our community.’22 This raised questions as to how this could be achieved or 

measured. To clarify what this might mean in practice, the statement went on to add; ‘to be 

adventurous, spirit-led, inclusive and rooted in Scripture.’23 The term ‘community’ reflected 

the external mission of the congregation.  

 

Churches also regarded mission as having internal consequences. Discipleship was 

mentioned in mission statements with one congregation describing their desire to be a 

community of, ‘disciples who make disciples.’24 The linking of community and discipleship 

has a Biblical basis. Mission, discipleship and community are linked in Jesus’ ground-

breaking commission as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew.25 Jesus’ call was to, ‘make 

disciples, not converts, and new disciples need to become mature disciples.’26 One of the 

congregations involved in this research had agreed a mission statement which stated that this 

church is a, ‘fellowship of believers committed to being and making disciples of Jesus 

Christ.’27 According to their leader, the church needed to own this mission statement and 

keep it in focus when considering activities. 

 

Leaders sometimes struggled to recall the mission statement of their church. At other times 

they recalled the mission statement but were unable to state where it had impacted decision 

making around mission. In such a context, it would be easy to dismiss mission statements as 

lacking any benefit. However, it has been argued that if a congregation is already united 

around a common purpose, there is no real need for a mission statement. There is also a risk 

that when driven by leaders, rather than congregations, such statements can feel controlling 

 
22 Keith Wilson, ‘Liberating the Suburbs’ A Theological Reflection of the Missiological Role of Small, Suburban 

Congregations [survey], 18 July 2016 https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/suburbanmission [accessed 1 August 2016]. 
23 Keith Wilson, ‘Liberating the Suburbs’ A Theological Reflection of the Missiological Role of Small, Suburban 

Congregations [survey], 18 July 2016 https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission [accessed 1 August 2016]. 
24 Keith Wilson, ‘Liberating the Suburbs’ A Theological Reflection of the Missiological Role of Small, Suburban 

Congregations [survey], 19 July 2016 https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission [accessed 1 August 2016]. 
25 See Matt.28 
26 Peter Mordern, Making Disciples of All Nations. Matthew 28:16-20 Spurgeon’s College [Postgraduate 

Seminar] https://www.spurgeons.moodle.webanywhere.co.uk/mod/folder/view/php?id=15568 [accessed 21 

January 2019].  
27 Church 2, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 17 October 2016. 

https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/suburbanmission
https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission
https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission
https://www.spurgeons.moodle.webanywhere.co.uk/mod/folder/view/php?id=15568
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and manipulative.28 In contrast, another leader believed that the process of producing a 

missional statement had tremendous value; as a congregation they had taken several months 

to envision and develop a mission statement. This hints at a theological resource where the 

congregation is involved in the developmental process of producing a mission statement.  

While the process was regarded as valuable, the respondent did add that there was ‘less value 

in actually having one.’29 This pointed towards some of the strengths and weaknesses leaders 

identified with regards to the missional practice of their congregations. 

 

Strengths and Weaknesses 

 

A consideration of some of the strengths and weaknesses leaders believed their congregations 

faced with regards to missional practice, formed part of this experience stage. In terms of 

strengths, many respondents believed that relationships between people were missional 

strength for their congregations. Prayer, leadership, and the size of the congregation were also 

viewed positively in terms of missional practice. Words such as ‘welcome’ were frequently 

adopted to describe a sense of hospitality and belonging. The ways in which a congregation 

chooses to describe itself can hint at perceptions of their missional practice.  

 

Frequent references to ‘welcome’ and ‘community’ gave the impression that smaller 

congregations view themselves as a place where people matter. When these congregations 

think about their mission, people have a key role in this reflecting. The local congregation is 

where people touch the church.30 A leader described their congregation as a, ‘small family 

with a big heart. There is a real sense of togetherness and everyone is good at welcoming.’31 

 
28 Karl Vaters, ‘Why most Mission Statements fail in Smaller Churches’, Christianity Today, February 2018 

<https://www.christianitytoday.com/karl-vaters/2018/february/why-most-mission-statements-fail-in-smaller-

churches.html> [accessed 6 February 2020]. 
29 Church 16, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
30 Loren B. Mead, The Once and Future Church: Reinventing the Congregation for a New Mission Frontier 

(Washington D.C : Alban Institute, 1991), p.7. 
31 Keith Wilson, ‘Liberating the Suburbs’ A Theological Reflection of the Missiological Role of Small, Suburban 

Congregations [survey], 19 July 2016 <https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission> [accessed 1 August 

2016]. 

https://www.christianitytoday.com/karl-vaters/2018/february/why-most-mission-statements-fail-in-smaller-churches.html
https://www.christianitytoday.com/karl-vaters/2018/february/why-most-mission-statements-fail-in-smaller-churches.html
https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission
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Figure 4  : Missional Practice: Strengths. Churches 11-
20.

 
 

Another respondent believed that their congregation was good at ‘building and developing 

friendships.’32 This leader went on to add that their congregation was known for ‘offering a 

listening ear, pastoral care and encouragement.’33 Pastoral care, whether formally or 

informally practiced, played a role in how these congregations viewed their missional 

practice. People and relationships were regarded as a positive, missional asset; this impacted 

their missional practice. 

 

Several weaknesses were identified with regards to missional practice.  

 

 
32 Keith Wilson, ‘Liberating the Suburbs’ A Theological Reflection of the Missiological Role of Small, Suburban 

Congregations [survey], 19 July 2016< https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission> [accessed 1 August 

2016]. 
33 Keith Wilson, ‘Liberating the Suburbs’ A Theological Reflection of the Missiological Role of Small, Suburban 

Congregations [survey], 18 July 2016 < https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission> [accessed 1 August 

2016]. 

https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission
https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission
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Figure 5  : Missional Practice: Weaknesses. Churches 
11-20.

 
 

People, identified as a strength by several congregations, could also be viewed as a missional 

weakness. The leader of church 20 commented that when, ‘people are not very enthusiastic 

about their faith, then mission is not at the forefront of their thoughts.’34In several situations 

the role of missional reflection appeared to have been rejected. The leader of church 13 stated 

that, ‘we don’t have the people who see it as their role.’35 In this congregation the leader 

believed that, ‘too many people are thinking that we’re too old to do that.’36Congregations 

gave the impression that they were content to leave the practice of missiological reflection to 

‘others.’ While this was not explicitly stated, those ‘others’ usually implied the leadership of 

their churches. People did want their voice to be heard in any consideration of which 

activities the church engaged with, and how resources, especially finance, were to be 

allocated. However, the process of reflection that leads to such decisions being made is often 

left to a minority to engage with.  

 
34 Church 20, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 10 December 2019. 
35 Church 13, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 6 November 2019. 
36 Church 13, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 6 November 2019. 
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It is the belief of this researcher that missional reflection ought to be possible for anyone 

regardless of age or background. Many respondents stated that a lack of volunteers and the 

increasing age profile of their congregation placed significant restrictions on missional 

practice within their church. The statement indicated that at least some thought and reflection 

had taken place. The conclusion was that the church had a reduced or weakened missional 

role because of perceived age and resource limitations. A reaction to this was a stated desire 

to see younger people commit to the church community. One leader simply stated that, ‘we 

need younger people to take over.’37  

 

It is important to recognise that such statements are the result of a process of missiological 

reflection. An issue had been observed or experienced and then reflected upon, leading to a 

somewhat imperfect conclusion. This reflection had taken place informally and without a 

structure. As a result, any educational engagement has occurred equally informally. This 

sense of partial reflection came across in other comments. In one church an interviewee felt 

that, ‘if we don’t try and do something the church could just die out.’38 This comment picked 

up on the sense of fear that leaders of small congregations faced. Under pressure to achieve a 

form of ‘results’, missiological reflection can be hurried and reach premature conclusions. 

 

Conclusion 

 

This section reported on the experience of missional practice within small, suburban 

congregations. The gathered data highlighted some of the ways congregations express their 

missional practice. The influence of the suburban context on missional practice was noted. 

There appeared to be tension, and a degree of confusion, over the location of valid missional 

practice. Overseas mission was still viewed favourably alongside an undervaluing of the 

immediate suburban context. The published literature had highlighted that suburbia is often 

overlooked as a missional context. In addition, the literature indicated varied interpretations 

of the term mission. The gathered data did show that the term mission was subject to varied 

understandings. However, these were not as marked as might have been expected. 

 

  

 
37 Church 15, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
38 Church 10, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 24 January 2017. 
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Early to mid- 20th century views of mission as attractional still dominated understandings of 

missional practice. Although outreach and evangelism remained popular expressions of 

mission, involvement with the local community also formed an important part of missional 

practice. The researcher hoped that a suburban context would inspire missional reflection. 

Reflection on missional practice did occur, though this was often informal and delegated to 

those in leadership. The presence of mission statements did not appear to aid missional 

practice among congregations, though the formation of such statements was seen to have a 

value. It appeared that congregations had undertaken a degree of self-reflection and could list 

their strengths as well as weaknesses. However, there was a bias towards focusing on 

missional weaknesses. Congregational strengths, where identified, were rarely viewed as 

adding value to missional practice. 

 

Missional practice within small, suburban congregations could be empowered through 

conscious engagement with theological resources. It appeared that small, suburban 

congregations lacked a sense of being part of the wider mission of God. An excessive focus 

on attractional activities, combined with an undervaluing of the local context, created an 

atmosphere of crisis. Smaller congregations gave the impression that they had lost confidence 

in the mission of their churches. In considering theological resources which may aid 

missional practice, there is a need to engage with the mission of God. This research will now 

consider key theological resources emerging from experience which may aid missional 

practice. The structure for the exploration stage will be provided by themes identified during 

this experience stage of the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’ and the overarching theme of missio 

Dei. 
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Chapter 3: Exploration: Missio Dei 

 

Introduction 

 

In this research the missional practices of small, suburban congregation provided the basis for 

the experience stage of the ‘Doing Theology Spiral.’ The experience stage indicated some 

theological resources which may already be accessible to a smaller congregation. These 

included context, understandings of mission and theological reflection. Such resources may 

be available to congregations but not always recognised and used. This research now moves 

from experience to exploration. As Green notes, in any ‘action-reflection praxis there will be 

a need to stand back a little from the situation in order to carefully analyse the hard facts.’1 

 

In this exploration stage of the spiral, consideration will be made of wider theological 

resources which have the potential to empower missional practice within smaller 

congregations. These resources include marginalisation, incarnational mission, and 

ecclesiology. These theological resources have the potential to be accessible and applicable to 

the missional context faced by smaller congregations in suburbia. The mission of God, or 

missio Dei, will be used to provide the overarching theme. 

 

Missio Dei  

 

As was demonstrated in the previous chapters, congregations and their leaders have a limited 

range of definitions and experiences with regards to mission. Restricted understandings of 

mission impact missional practice. The experience section of this research highlighted a 

narrow, ecclesiocentric view of mission. Congregations may operate with a mindset that the 

Church as an institution is the main objective behind missional practice. This results in 

mission being focused on attracting new members to what is essentially a ‘passive audience 

orientated model of church.’2 An alternative model of missional practice is offered by the 

term missio Dei which involves a recognition that mission belongs to God.3   

 
1 Green, Let’s Do Theology, p.57. 
2 Colin Green and Martin Robinson, Metavista. Bible, Church and Mission in an Age of Imagination (Milton 

Keynes: Authentic Media, 2008), p.178. 
3 Juliet Kilpin, Urban to the Core: Motives for Incarnational Mission (Kibworth Beauchamp: Troubador, 2013), 

p.15. 
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Missio Dei is a Latin theological term that can be translated as ‘mission of God.’ Although it 

has a long history, contemporary understandings of missio Dei can be traced to the 1952 

Willingen meeting of the International Missionary Council. Notable supporters of missio Dei, 

such as Bosch, Newbigin and Guder, believed it offered a significant theological resource. A 

wide range of interpretations have been associated with the term. For Bosch, missio Dei 

defined mission as God’s activity which ‘embraces both the Church and the world, and in 

which the Church may be privileged to participate.’4  

 

In the interviews and questionnaires, it appeared that smaller congregations did not reflect to 

any significant extent on their wider role within the mission of God. It may be possible that 

most church members believe that the mission of God matters yet think it has nothing to do 

with their ordinary lives.5 The mission of God represents a process in which every aspect of 

creation and culture is ‘redeemed, rejuvenated and transformed under the rule of Christ.’6 

Congregations may fear that the implications of the reign of God on their missional practice 

are too vast to truly comprehend. There is a missional role for all congregations, regardless of 

size, to reflect upon the tension between the world as it is currently experienced and the full 

realisation of the Kingdom of God. Restoring the centrality of the mission of God within 

congregations could empower missional practice.  

 

Without a core conviction, missional practice will lack purpose and direction. One 

congregation, church 15, felt that there is a constant danger of people failing to see the 

importance and value of ‘being where God wants us to be.’7 According to Thomas, a 

congregation exists to develop a sense of ‘community life lived in obedience to God and in 

support of its individual members to act out the life of the spirit within a particular 

geographical and human context.’8 Missio Dei can become core to the self-understanding of a 

congregation with regards to their missional practice as it embraces an understanding of 

mission as central to the nature of God. A wider and deeper approach to missional practice is 

 
4 Bosch, Transforming Mission, p.401. 
5 Neil Hudson, Imagine Church. Releasing Whole-Life Disciples (Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press, 2012), p.22. 
6 Joshua T. Searle and Mykhalio N. Cherenkov, A Future and a Hope. Mission, Theological Education and the 

Transformation of Post-Soviet Society (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2014), p.7. 
7 Keith Wilson, ‘Liberating the Suburbs?’ A Theological Reflection on the Missiological Role of Small, 

Suburban Congregations [survey], 31 July 2016< https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/suburbanmission 

>[accessed 11 August 2016]. 
8 Richard Thomas, Counting People In: Changing the Way we think about Membership and the Church, 

(London: SPCK, 2003), p.15. 

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/suburbanmission


52 

 

required in which the focus is directed away from the church as an institution towards the 

Triune God. 

 

Trinitarian Mission 

 

Relationships are important to smaller congregations who may identify with a theological 

emphasis on the relational nature of the Triune God. The term missio Dei can act as a 

theological resource to help congregations reflect upon their mission by locating mission in 

the nature of God, rather than the activity of the Church. Missio Dei provides a reminder of 

the trinitarian foundation and nature of Christian mission. According to Stephen Holmes, God 

has a mission and is missionary.9 Missio Dei asserted that, ‘in the eternal begetting of the 

Son, and the eternal procession of the Spirit, there is not just a movement of origination, but 

also a movement of purposeful sending.’10 Instead of a primary focus on the Church’s action 

in the world and its responsibilities, a congregation is invited to, ‘join in and participate in the 

movement of the trinitarian God in the world.’11  

 

The gathered data indicated that churches were focused on activities and perceived 

congregational weaknesses. Small congregations expressed concerns about maintaining the 

current programmes of their churches. Issues such as a lack of volunteers, financial 

constraints and an increasing administrative burden appeared to distract attention away from 

missional practice. Missio Dei offers a God-centred refocusing of mission which turns 

‘inside-out our obsession with mission plans, agendas, strategies and grand schemes.’12 

Missio Dei provides an opportunity for congregations to reconsider the place of mission 

within their community.  

 

An emphasis on missio Dei can remind a congregation that it lives ‘from something and 

toward something that is greater than the church itself.’13A recognition of the Trinitarian 

nature of God can help congregations learn to think in terms of the mission of God. As Tim 

 
9 Stephen R. Holmes, ‘Trinitarian Missiology: Towards a Theology of God as Missionary’, International 

Journal of Systematic Theology, 8 (2006), 72-90 (p.89) in ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials 

<https://search.ebscohost.com> [accessed 3 January 2020] 
10 Stephen R. Holmes, Trinitarian Missiology, p.86. 
11 Marsh and Currin, Mission-shaped Unity, p.6. 
12 Christopher J. Wright, ‘An Upside-Down World’, Christianity Today, January 2007 in ATLA Religion 

Database with ATLASerials <https://search.ebscohost.com> [accessed 20 January 2019]  
13 Miroslav Volf, After our Likeness. The Church as the Image of the Trinity (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 

2000), p.60. 
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Naish points out, the goal of mission is ‘indicated by the nature of the God whose mission it 

is.’14 The Trinitarian focus of missio Dei can rescue a congregation from the extremes of 

focusing only on social change or evangelicalism.15  In contemporary suburbia, missio Dei 

offers a reminder of the unity and diversity found in the Trinity. Missional practice can give a 

dominating position to the role of the congregation in mission. In this model the Church has a 

message to share with the outside world. In contrast, missio Dei provides a ‘strong 

theological foundation for mission as a dialogical process of giving and receiving.’16An 

emphasis on missio Dei calls into question traditional views, often still firmly established, 

about the place of the Church in mission. 

 

Ecclesiology 

 

Early supporters believed that missio Dei had the potential to ‘solve theologically, if not 

practically, the problem of where responsibility for mission lay.’17 Prior to the wider use of 

missio Dei in missiology, Christian mission had been focused on a Church-centred approach. 

This articulated the belief that it was the Church’s responsibility to fulfil Jesus’ missional 

commands, notably the ‘Great Commission.’18 Critics, such as Newbigin, argued that this 

risked mission being viewed as a ‘burden rather than a joy, to make it part of the law rather 

than part of the Gospel.’19 

 

Small, suburban congregations have a reputation for being conservative in nature with a 

restricted outlook on the society around them. Missio Dei impacts the place and purpose of 

the congregation in mission. As a theological resource, missio Dei can draw congregations 

towards an ecclesiology in which mission is placed at the centre of church life. Mission can 

never be a purely theoretical or even educational process. The whole Church is sent into the 

world and ‘all are called to participate in this missionary vocation.’20 It is difficult to 

 
14 Tim Naish, Mission and Evangelism. A Theological Introduction (Cambridge: Grove Books, 2016), p.9 
15 P. Suess, ‘Missio Dei and the Project of Jesus: The Poor and the “other” as Mediators of the Kingdom of God 

and Protagonists of the churches’ International Review of Mission 92 (2003) 550-559 (p.552). 
16Robert J. Schrieter, ‘Mission for the Twenty-First Century: A Catholic Perspective’, in Mission for the Twenty-

First Century ed. by Stephen Bevans and Roger Schroeder (Chicago: CCGM Publications, 2001), 28-41 (p.34). 
17 J. Roxborough, ‘Missiology after “Mission”?’, International Bulletin of Missionary Research, 38 (2014) 120-

124 in ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials https://search.ebscohost.com [accessed 4 February 2020] 
18 See Matt. 28:19 
19 Lesslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (London: SPCK, 1989), p.116. 
20 Marsh and Currin, Mission-shaped Unity, p.7. 
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understand missional practice ‘without viewing the nature of the Church, and we cannot 

understand the Church without looking at its mission.’21  

 

Congregations need to learn how to think in terms of the mission of God and not merely the 

institutional church. The Gospel message proclaimed by Jesus demands that a radical 

reappraisal of contemporary Western suburban lifestyles be made.22 In suburbia, the Church 

has frequently been seen to have done little to challenge a culture defined by short-term 

consumerism and individualism. Jesus’ inauguration of the Kingdom of God challenged 

people because it shattered conventional notions of power and change.23 There is a place for 

congregations to be reminded that mission is not an end in itself. If the goal of mission is the 

Kingdom of God, then many of the ways missional practice and its impact are currently 

assessed will have to change.  

 

The relationship between small church ecclesiology and missional practice within a 

congregation is not straightforward. The operant ecclesiology of a congregation will impact 

their missional practice. Many congregational members regard church life and mission as 

quite separate ideas. Missio Dei indicates a need for mission and church life to be more 

integrated rather than viewed as distinct and separate.  

 

Traditionally, many Evangelical churches practiced what has been described as an attractional 

approach to mission.  Programmes, meetings, and events were developed to attract 

unbelievers into the Christian community. Such an approach can lead a congregation to 

function in a similar way to a ‘bounded set.’ In this model there appears to be a ‘boundary’ 

separating those in the set from those outside. An emphasis is placed on the actions of the 

congregation in mission. This, ‘excessive emphasis on church-as-congregation may hinder 

missional thinking and the emergence of church-as-movement.’24 Mark Green openly asks if 

mission is being constrained not so much by the ‘potency of false ideas outside the church but 

by the potency of false ideas inside the church.’25Green adds that such a supposition suggests 

 
21 Charles Van Engen, Mission of the Way: Issues in Mission Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 

1998), p.30. 
22 See, for example, Luke 4. 
23 Stroope, Transcending Mission, p.368. 
24 Stuart Murray, Church After Christendom, p.139. 
25 Mark Green ‘The Great Divide’, email to the author, 5 November 2010 mail@licc.org.uk 
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that ‘the Gospel of the crucified and resurrected Jesus is impotent to resist the onslaught of 

these external forces, never mind offer a credible, transformative alternative.’26  

 

Missional practice in congregations often traces its origins to Biblical roots such as the ‘Great 

commission’ given by Jesus to his followers.27 Other texts may also be cited to argue that 

mission is a ‘command from God to which all churches, regardless of their size, must be 

obedient. 28 Most of the congregations interviewed mentioned a desire to see people respond 

positively to the Christian message. However, it was noted that explicitly evangelistic 

activities, such as Alpha, struggled to have a lasting numerical impact. When missional 

practice fails to have the desired impact, the consequences for a congregation can be 

negative.  

 

Many activities done under a broad understanding of the term ‘mission’ appeared to be more 

about supporting the church as an institution, rather than being involved in the work of the 

mission of God. Critics of traditional Christendom approaches to mission and missiology, 

such as Murray, point out that ‘churches are alien institutions telling a story few know or 

understand.’29According to Newbigin, a Christian community which ‘makes its own self-

enlargement its primary task may be acting against God’s will.’30 There is a need for 

congregations to develop a wider perspective regarding mission and the mission of God to 

empower missional practice. Missio Dei provides a reminder that the centre of mission must 

be God and not the church or human understandings.31 

 

The links between missio Dei and the missional church debate may prove helpful for smaller, 

suburban congregations. Building on the work of Newbigin, a group of missiologists formed 

‘The Gospel and our Culture Network.’ The aim was to reflect on Western culture as a 

mission field. The term ‘missional church’ was popularised with the publication of The 

Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, edited by 

Darrell L. Guder.32 It was recognised that a credibility gap had developed between Western 

 
26 Mark Green ‘The Great Divide’, email to the author, 5 November 2010 mail@licc.org.uk 
27 See, Matt. 28. 
28 See, for example, Mark 16:15. 
29 Murray, Church After Christendom, p.75. 
30 Leslie Newbigin, The Gospel in a Pluralist Society (London: SPCK, 1989), p.135. 
31 Craig Ott, ‘Introduction’, in The Mission of the Church: Five Views in Conversation ed. by Craig Ott (Grand 

Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016), ix-xxxvi (p.xiv). 
32 The Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, ed. by Darrell L. Guder 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). 
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culture and the Christian message; there was a need for innovative mission. One definition of 

a missional church states that this is a congregation ‘that joins Jesus on a mission.’33 Such 

churches are to be shaped by participating in God’s mission which is to ‘set things right in a 

broken, sinful world, to redeem it, and to restore it to what God always intended.’34 The 

intention was to move the discussion beyond the narrow definitions of mission as merely one 

programme among the various activities run by a church.35 Mission was viewed as integral to 

the very nature of the church.  

 

As was demonstrated in the experience stage of this reflection, smaller congregations risk 

viewing missional practice as one task among many to which the church is called. Guder 

argued that with missional church, the ‘ecclesiocentric understanding of mission has been 

replaced by a profoundly theocentric reconceptualization of Christian mission.’36 Missional 

church is therefore being used to describe ‘the wholesale and thorough reorientation of the 

church around mission.’37 In this respect, supporters of missional church practices are merely 

highlighting key themes presented by missio Dei. The culture of British suburbs does require 

smaller congregations to develop their missional practice. This may involve ‘moving ahead 

into a new paradigm of mission, rebuilding and reinventing the church as we go.’38 As a 

theological resource, missio Dei encourages congregations to re-think the place of the Church 

in wider suburban society. Missional practice which engages with missio Dei needs to 

consider incarnational missional practice. 

 

 

Incarnational Mission 

 

This research is considering the kind of missional role that can enable a congregation to 

incarnate the Gospel in contemporary British suburbia. Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch argue 

 
33 Ed Stetzer, ‘An Evangelical Kingdom Community Approach’ in Craig Ott ed The Mission of the Church. Five 

Views in Conversation 91-116 (p.109) (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2016). 
34 Martin Reppenhagen and Darrell L. Guder, ‘Conclusion to the Anniversary Edition: The Continuing 

Transformation of Mission: David J. Bosch’s Living Legacy: 1991-2011’, in Transforming Mission. Paradigm 

Shifts in Theology of Mission. Twentieth Anniversary Edition, by David J. Bosch (New York: Orbis Books, 

2011), 533-556 (p.548). 
35 Darrell L. Guder, Called to Witness: Doing Missional Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), p.11. 
36 Darrel L. Guder, ‘Missional Church: From Sending to being Sent’ in The Missional Church: A Vision for the 

Sending of the Church in North America ed. by Darrell L. Guder 1-17 (p.4) (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998). 
37 Frost, The Road to Missional, p.16. 
38 Mead, The Once and Future Church, p.6. 
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in favour of a missional-incarnational church 39. The incarnation provides for congregations a 

‘prism through which we view the entire missional task in the world.’40  

 

There is a missional role for congregations to avoid neglecting their incarnational origins. 

Jesus provides a constant reminder that ‘divine love took on a local habitation and a name.’41 

As a theological resource, the incarnation declares that God took on human form in a specific 

context.42 The result is that the practice of Christian mission cannot really be anything but 

incarnational, responding to its time, place and culture.43 Incarnational missional practice 

describes the processes of Christian living and witnessing in ways which are adapted to the 

local culture. Such an embodied approach to mission challenges more traditional practices.  

 

Within Evangelical missional practice, it has been common to treat the world as, ‘something 

to be saved from, and the Church as something to be saved into.’44 Incarnational missional 

practice encourages congregations to think and act with a different emphasis. Missio Dei 

requires an emphasis on ways of being rather than ways of doing. Instead of mission being an 

occasional activity, an incarnational role views missional living as key. This way of living 

aims to be holistic involving our whole selves, profoundly shaping our everyday lives and 

engagement with others.45  

 

The Incarnation, as a theological resource, places an emphasis on mission as a way of being 

rather than a series of programmes or activities. It also confronts suburban values which have 

infiltrated missional practice such as ‘assumed middle-class birth rights of control, power and 

reputation for more cross-shaped attributes of humility, integrity and simplicity.’46 The 

Gospel message proclaimed by Jesus, demands that a radical reappraisal of contemporary 

Western suburban lifestyles be made.47 The Incarnation should continue to challenge 

 
39 Frost and Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come, p.43. 
40 Frost and Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come, p.35. 
41 Frost and Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come, p.36. 
42 See, for example, John 1:14. 
43 Steve Hollinghurst, Mission Shaped Evangelism. The Gospel in Contemporary Culture (Norwich: Canterbury 

Press, 2010), p.xi. 
44 Thomas, Counting People In, p.23. 
45 Mike Pears and Paul Cloke ‘Mission and God: Editorial Conversation,’ in Mission in Marginal Places: The 

Theory, ed. by Mike Pears and Paul Cloke (Bletchley: Paternoster, 2016), 239-246 (p.242). 
46 Mike Pears and Paul Cloke ‘The Social Realm: Editorial Comment’ in Mission in Marginal Places: The 

Praxis, ed. by Mike Pears and Paul Cloke (Bletchley: Paternoster, 2016), 140-147 (p.140). 
47 See, for example, Luke 4. 



58 

 

congregations as it shatters conventional nations of power and change.48 Missional practice 

which engages with the incarnational mission of God needs to take into account the reality of 

marginal living in suburbia. 

 

Marginality 

 

Missio Dei highlights that mission is central to the nature and character of God. This raises 

questions about the position occupied by the Church in this mission of God. Within British 

suburbia churches are marginal to the daily lives of the majority of people. Christendom, the 

period when Christianity and its churches dominated British society, is now largely an 

historical curiosity. Missio Dei is not another resource encouraging congregations to lament 

their institutional decline. Rather, by placing a focus on mission as originating in God it 

invites congregations to explore their potential for marginal, missional practice. 

 

There is a need for smaller congregations to recognise the concept of marginality, but caution 

is required. The term ‘marginalised’ is associated with many definitions and images. There 

are various ways to approach the issue of marginality. In simple terms to be marginalised can 

mean to be ‘cut off because of who you are. To be cut off by things outside of your control.’49 

For the purposes of this reflection, marginalisation is regarded as a position congregations 

and communities may find themselves to be in. 

 

In the experience stage marginality was usually viewed as a negative experience. This was 

illustrated when the leader of church 15 commented that a large Anglican church located near 

their congregation was in effect ‘competing’ with their own missional efforts. It had a 

ministry team, plentiful resources and a younger congregation which left this leader feeling 

their church was being marginalised and resigned to failure. The leader explained that there 

was an attitude of ‘Oh, we’ll just leave it to them.’50  

 

It can be argued that marginality was a key theme of Jesus’ mission. Paul Hertig claimed that 

the frequent references to Galilee, made in the Gospel of Matthew, supported the links 

between mission and marginality. The Galilee theme in the Gospel of Matthew indicated ‘that 

 
48 Stroope, Transcending Mission, p.368. 
49 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
50 Church 15, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
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Jesus accepts the rejected ones of the world and commissions them as his change agents in 

the world.’51 Some theological resources, such as Liberation Theology, make an explicit 

argument favouring a ‘bias to the poor’. Hertig has a more subtle emphasis where the Gospel 

of Matthew is seen as portraying ‘marginal people who become the centre of God’s 

activity.’52 This theological theme has the potential to transform ‘marginality from a curse to 

a blessing, from darkness the light.’ 53 

 

Marginality can be expressed in a number of ways in suburbia. There is a sense in which all 

Christian churches find themselves on the edges of wider society.  As was noted earlier, 

Britain is no longer dominated by Christian moral values and structures. Today, churches are 

not held in the same esteem as they once were and are afforded few special considerations. In 

recent decades there has been considerable literature published which focused on the real and 

predicted decline of the Church in Britain.54 In response, attempts have been made to develop 

a counter-narrative focusing on hopeful signs of missional growth.55 In this debate, both sides 

appear to have overlooked small, suburban congregations. Such groups are simply assumed 

to be part of the narrative of church decline and increased secularisation. This results in the 

ongoing missional practices and reflections of such congregations being largely marginalised 

by wider academic and institutional structures. Smaller congregations can feel as though they 

are a minority located on the margins of a post-Christendom society. However, there is 

nothing unusual about Christians being in a minority.56 To be a church on the ‘edge of our 

society is also to be a church which has to recover its core sense of who it is and why it is 

here.’57  

 

In some situations, the geographical context may be one of marginality. A marginal context 

can be a theological resource. Some of the responding churches are in areas where significant 

numbers of people face issues associated with poverty and social exclusion. Gordon Cotterill 

 
51 Paul Hertig, ‘The Galilee Theme in Matthew: Transforming Mission through Marginality’, Missiology: An 

International Review, 25 (1997), 155-163 (p.155), in ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials 

<https://search.ebscohost.com> [accessed 22 October 2019] 
52 Hertig, The Galilee Theme in Matthew, p.159. 
53 Hertig, The Galilee Theme in Matthew, p.161. 
54 See, for example, Robin Gill, The ‘Empty’ Church Revisited (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003). Steve Bruce, God is 

Dead: Secularization in the West (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002). Predicting Religion: Christian, Secular and 

Alternative Futures, ed. by Grace Davie, Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003). 
55 See, for example, Church Growth in Britain. 1980 to Present, ed. by David Goodhew (Farnham: Ashgate 

Publishing, 2012). 
56 Stuart Murray, A Vast Minority: Christians in Post-Christendom Britain (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2015) 

pxi. 
57 Thomson, Church on Edge, p.100. 
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observes that the ‘fragmentation to which the Church is called to bring cohesion is no longer 

as hidden in the so-called leafy suburbs of our cities as perhaps it once seemed to be.’58 

Several churches interviewed were located in areas of social deprivation. A few church 

leaders felt that their local area had been neglected by the wider community. Inhabitants of 

such areas, as has been well documented59 face many issues and barriers which directly 

impact missional practice within a congregation. According to the leader of church 14, such a 

context leads to social and spiritual instability within the church. As a result, this respondent 

summarised their missional context as being characterised as: ‘very slow work. It’s very 

frustrating. You see lots of people taking lots of steps back.’60 

 

Missio Dei may also help congregations explore the place of the marginalised in missional 

practice. In the experience section it was found that small, suburban congregations often 

include people who are marginalised from wider society. One interviewee commented that a 

small church tended to ‘attract people with problems.’61 This congregation had a high 

proportion of people attending who struggled with mental health issues. Reflecting on the 

mission of their church, and the needs of their community, led one congregation to create a 

‘safe space’ for marginalised people in the community. This ‘Renew Well Being’ project 62 

sought to help vulnerable adults, including those with mental health issues. Another church 

had a high percentage of people with special educational needs; the provision of support 

groups and activities represented one form of response. Furthermore, in actively involving the 

marginalised in appropriate mission activities, a congregation began to celebrate how this 

group had fewer reservations about sharing their faith than other church members.63  

 

Community leadership can form part of missional practice within a congregation. Reflecting 

on their context, a leader felt that the area had been effectively neglected by the local council. 

This had led to an erosion of trust in authority and authority figures. However, for this 

church, a lack of local leadership and feeling of marginality created opportunities to build 

relationships and lead the creation of a sense of community cohesion; acknowledging the 

 
58 Gordon Cotterill, ‘Understanding the Social Realm’, in Mission in Marginal Places. The Praxis, ed. by Paul 

Cloke and Mike Pears (Bletchley: Paternoster, 2016), 110-133 (p113). 
59 See, for example, work by Bob Holman based on experiences on ministry in Easterhouse, Glasgow. Bob 

Holman, Faith in the Poor (London: Lion Publishing, 1998). 
60 Church 4, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 11 November 2016. 
61 Church 1, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 14 October 2016. 
62 See, www.renewwellbeing.org.uk 
63 Church 16, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
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challenges presented by the regeneration of the local area. Regeneration is usually associated 

with inner-city contexts. Yet suburban locations with former local authority housing units also 

face regeneration tensions. Attracted by lower housing costs, incomers move into the area and 

displace residents. The sale of properties to private companies also creates issues for local 

people as the community changes and housing costs rise. In terms of marginality, this 

congregation sought to support people in danger of being ‘pushed out by housing 

developments.’64 

 

The issue of marginalisation can also create divisions between the church and local 

community. It is possible for a small congregation to feel marginalised in its locality. The 

leader of church 11 felt that their church was marginalised by the local community. Having 

reflected upon this, it was viewed as a positive position to be in. This leader stated that ‘being 

marginalised helps us to present an alternative. There is a real opportunity for us to stand out 

as being different in a good way that shows what we are for.’65 It is more typical to regard 

being thought of as marginal negatively. The leader of church 13 believed there was an, 

‘underlying fear of being isolated or rejected were we to reach out into the community.’66 In 

this congregation people were thought to be wary of the wider culture and had a lack of non-

Christian friends. This leader reflected that ‘we’ve marginalised ourselves I think.’67 

Reflecting on their missional practice had been helpful to this congregation. The leader 

continued that ‘reaching out to people has helped the church realise how it can marginalise 

itself by disappearing inside its own walls.’68 

 

The responses received in the research questionnaires and interviews showed that many of 

the participating congregations were active in their communities. One church defined their 

missional role as simply ‘seeking to minister into the community.’69 Despite many real 

limitations, the range of activities offered by churches suggested that congregations believe 

they are trying to live out, and model, alternative ways of living. Toddler groups and coffee 

 
64 Keith Wilson, ‘Liberating the Suburbs’ A Theological Reflection of the Missiological Role of Small, Suburban 

Congregations [survey], 15 August 2016< https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission> [accessed 16 August 

2016]. 
65 Church 11, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 24 October 2019. 
66 Church 13, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 6 November 2019. 
67 Church 13, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 6 November 2019. 
68 Church 13, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 6 November 2019. 
69 Keith Wilson, ‘Liberating the Suburbs?’ A Theological Reflection on the Missiological Role of Small, 

Suburban Congregations [survey], 18 July 2016< https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/suburbanmission 

>[accessed 11 August 2016]. 
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mornings may not dominate writings and reflections on mission; however, they can be life-

affirming, and potentially life-changing, expressions of missional practice. 

 

Mission in the small church is often fragile. Some would argue that this ‘is exactly what 

makes it an exciting and thrilling endeavour.’70Although they are frequently on the edges or 

margins of mainstream suburban culture, smaller congregations have what could be described 

as a ‘persistent presence.’ Despite facing a multitude of practical issues, these churches 

continue to try to live out their missional practice. In the light of very real threats to their 

survival, it is worthwhile considering why small, suburban congregations persist. Many have 

survived decades of decline and marginality. There is a missionally significant role about the 

ability of a congregation to keep going. It may be hard to imagine a small church growing 

radically, but it is equally difficult to foresee its closure.  

 

This ‘persistent presence’ forms part of missional practice. The longevity of these 

congregations and the groups they run, creates a level of trust and relationship within the 

community that few other organisations can offer. Small congregations are reliable and 

faithful. There is a need to incorporate this long-term presence into missiogical reflection. In 

many respects such attitudes run counter to a culture that encourages short-term goals and 

continuous change.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Small, suburban congregations, as communities on the edges of society, are places where the 

unexpected and surprising can occur. Thomson believed that such spaces indicate ‘what is 

really valuable and enable us to celebrate costly but creative living.’71 Congregations need to 

be led through a process of reflection to help them realise that they are in a position to ‘take 

risks and pioneer initiatives which mainstream institutions cannot or will not.’72 There is the 

potential for positive missional practice to occur. Green added that ‘time and again it is what 

appears to be eccentric or marginal to the main body of the community that proves in fact to 

 
70 Pappas and Planting, Mission. The Small Church Reaches Out, p.13. 
71 Thomson, Church on the Edge, p.13 
72 Murray, A Vast Minority, p.179. 
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be central to its dynamic.’73 Describing small, suburban congregations as marginalised 

communities may change perceptions of their missional practice.  

 

Earlier in this research, it was stated that smaller congregations do require theological 

resources to empower their missional practice. In this section, themes such as marginality and 

the Incarnation have been proposed as existing theological resources which require a greater 

recognition. An overarching theme is provided by the theological resources associated with 

the mission of God. Missio Dei can help a small, suburban congregation focus on its 

missional practice within the wider mission of God. In this understanding of mission, the 

Church ‘neither shapes mission nor bears full responsibility for it.’74 

 

According to Bosch, missio Dei helped to articulate that ‘neither the church nor any other 

human agent can ever be considered the author or bearer of mission.’75 There is a risk that 

missio Dei is viewed as further marginalising the missional practice of smaller congregations 

by downplaying the role of the Church. In contrast, Newbigin suggests that the Trinitarian 

nature of mission, highlighted by missio Dei, suggests a key role for the Church.76 It is 

towards the reflection stage of the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’ that this research will now turn. 

 

 

 

 
73 Laurie Green, The Impact of the Global: An Urban Theology 2nd edn (Sheffield: Urban Theology Unit, 2001), 
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Chapter 4: Reflection: Missiological Resources 

 

Introduction 

 

This research recognises that missional practice may be undervalued by congregations who 

are struggling to maintain their current structures and activities. Smaller congregations face 

an apparently constant series of demands and challenges. It is important to recognise this 

situation and consider whether there are theological resources already available to 

congregations that may be currently undervalued. In the literature review it was noted that 

understandings of the term mission varied significantly. Such diverse interpretations continue 

to impact missional practice. During the late 20th and early 21st centuries the emphasis on 

missional practice shifted from a more individualistic attitude towards a much more 

communal and integrated approach. Supporters of integral mission and missional church 

would find agreement with Bosch who argued that it is ‘the community that is the primary 

bearer of mission.’1   

 

As was identified in the literature review, small, suburban congregations are frequently 

overlooked in contemporary missiological reflections. In the experience section, some of the 

experiences which congregations faced with regard to their mission and missional practice 

were outlined. The gathered data indicated that small congregations had a desire to actively 

engage in some form of mission. However, respondents felt restricted by a range of factors, 

such as a lack of volunteers, ageing congregations, and a certain degree of weariness. Yet, the 

identification of strengths and weaknesses indicated that an element of reflection was taking 

place, whilst also acknowledging this as an area to be improved. In the exploration stage the 

missio Dei or mission of God was offered as a theological resource that could empower 

missional practice. 

 

This next section moves into the reflection stage of the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’. To do so, it 

is necessary to engage with some of the key themes that emerged from the literature and 

gathered data. This chapter will reflect upon the experiences of mission, activism, social 

action, suburban poverty and belonging. These experiences will be related to the missional 

practice of small, suburban congregations. Attention will also be given to ways in which these 

 
1 Bosch, Transforming Mission, p. 483. 
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experiences could be viewed as theological resources. In the experience section, the data 

indicated that local context was an overlooked theological resource with regards to 

congregational missional practice. Therefore, this section will begin with a reflection on the 

suburban context. 

 

Context 

 

Contextual awareness is a key theological resource for a small, suburban church. An ability to 

reflect on the context faced by a congregation has been described as, ‘an important and 

valuable process, necessary to the communication of the Gospel.’2 The link between, 

‘belonging to a spiritual community and belonging to a particular place is probably as ancient 

as humanity.’3 There is a need to know how to put the Gospel into ‘human contexts so that it 

is understood properly but does not become captive to these contexts.’4 An acknowledgment 

of our context, is a reminder of the incarnational nature of congregational life and mission. 

Jesus’ incarnation demonstrated that the mission of God is contextual.5 

 

In many respects, any contemporary British context is a difficult place in which to practice 

the Christian faith. Callum Brown argued that in the 1960s the Christian religion in Britain 

was permanently disrupted. Since then, a ‘formerly religious people have entirely forsaken 

organised Christianity in a sudden plunge into a truly secular condition.’6 While the timing, 

origins and impact may be debated, it remains evident that religious belief and practice in 

Britain has significantly declined. The basic premise of secularisation theory upholds that the 

more modern a society became, the less religious its population would be. Religion, and in 

particular Christianity, is no longer a unifying force in British society. A core element of 

secularisation has been the differentiation of society into reasonably separate domains.7 

Responses to a recent survey, highlighted the issue, with 56 percent claiming never to attend 

 
2 Paul Hiebert, The Gospel in Human Contexts. Anthropological Explorations for Contemporary Missions 

(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2009) p26. 
3 Richard Thomas, Counting People in: Changing the Way we think about Membership and the Church 

(London: SPCK, 2003) p.35. 
4 Hiebert, The Gospel in Human Contexts, p.13. 
5 David Heywood, Reimagining Ministry (London: SCM Press, 2011) p.57. 
6 Callum G. Brown, The Death of Christian Britain: Understanding Secularisation 1800 – 2000 (London: 

Routledge, 2001) p.1. 
7 Grace Davie, The Sociology of Religion (London: Sage, 2007), p96. 
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church and only 29 percent expressing a belief in God.8 Such results would appear to support 

the claim that Britain is a post-Christian nation. Society has been left with, ‘an instrumentalist 

relativism that has no place for absolute truth.’9 Changes in society, with regards to religion 

and the place of Christianity, have impacted the suburbs. Inevitably this has changed the 

context within which small, suburban congregations attempt to discover and live out their 

missional practice. 

 

Given the importance of contextual awareness, it was surprising that people in some 

congregations appeared to be largely unaware of the cultural context in which they lived. In 

church 18, some members of the congregation still assumed that the world was basically 

Christian. These members had been involved in planting the current church over 30 years 

ago. In church planting these members had been at the forefront of mission, pioneering a new 

congregation. However, they now opposed activities which were perceived as being 

irrelevant to them. The leader of this congregation believed that, ‘people equate their culture 

with how the Gospel should be shared.’10 According to their church leader they believed that 

‘we should just preach the Gospel and then people would come.’11 This situation may have 

emerged because of a lack of ongoing missional education and reflection. In Western culture, 

‘old recipes do not work so well anymore, but new ones are still to be found.’12   

 

It is reasonable to assume that some form of missiological reflection had occurred within 

church 18 before, and probably during, the early period of the church plant over 30 years ago. 

The investment in terms of people, finance and time would have been significant. Yet, as the 

new congregation became established, the ongoing missional investment by leaders and the 

congregation appears to have diminished. It is worth asking if missional teaching and 

reflection are most valued when the risks, and therefore faith required, are greatest? There is 

an important missional role for smaller congregations to gain a greater awareness of the 

changing nature of their context. Such a reflective process must regularly take place ‘in the 

light of new missional contexts and of the changing natures of existing ones.’13 

 
8 Clive D. Field, Counting Religion in Britain. A Monthly Round-up of new statistical Sources No.39 December 

2018 <www.brin.ac.uk/counting-religion-in-Britain-december-2018> [accessed 30 January 2019] 
9 Hiebert, The Gospel in Human Contexts, p.123. 
10 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
11 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
12 Stefan Paas, Church Planting in the Secular West. Learning from the European Experience (Grand Rapids: 

William B. Eerdmans, 1985) p.201. 
13 Frost and Hirsch, The Shaping of things to Come, p.187. 
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Understanding and engaging with the concerns of the local context reflects the incarnational 

nature of God’s mission.14 

 

The recognition of cultural change, and the need for the Gospel message to acquire relevance, 

can be unsettling to smaller congregations; yet it remains a vital missiological process. In the 

churches taking part in this research there was a separation between congregations and their 

local communities. A positive approach towards contextual awareness, as part of missional 

practice, could help reduce this. The leader of church 11 confidently stated that, ‘our mission 

is the people round here.’15 The respondent then added, ‘I don’t know if we know who the 

community out there is.’16 According to Paul Hiebert the central question posed by 

missiological reflection is, ‘how can the gospel of Jesus Christ be incarnated in human 

contexts so that people understand and believe, societies are transformed, and the Kingdom 

of God is made  manifest on earth as it is in heaven?’17 Yet a lack of knowledge, sometimes 

translated into fear, of the surrounding culture has led some Christians to ignore or dismiss 

the cultural context in which they live. 

 

Context provides a theological resource available to small, suburban churches. To take 

advantage of this resource, congregations need to increase understanding and engagement 

with their local environment. This will involve education and the creation of space for 

genuine reflection. Attitudes towards such contextual awareness will be influenced by views 

on activism. 

 

Activism 

 

A reflection on the activities pursued by smaller congregations can be a helpful theological 

resource. Evangelical churches have traditionally expressed a participatory faith. It was not 

enough to simply believe or even to belong, as people of faith they were ‘expected to take 

part in their congregations.’18 One school of thought suggests that churches as a whole 

decline because people stop believing in God. Andrew Brown and Linda Woodhead argue 

 
14 Colin Marsh and Jim Currin, Mission-Shaped Unity: Missio Dei and a New Way of Being Churches Together 

(Cambridge: Grove Books, 2013) p.18. 
15 Church 11, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 24 October 2019. 
16 Church 11, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 24 October 2019. 
17 Hiebert, The Gospel in Human Contexts, p33. 
18 Robert Wuthnow, After the Baby Boomer: How Twenty and Thirty-somethings are Shaping the Future of 

American Religion (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010) p.51. 
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that ‘belief ceases to seem credible when people no longer act on it.’19In this research 

congregations viewed activities positively. Mission activities were dominated by groups 

aimed at pre-school children and their carers as well as courses aimed at introducing new 

people to the Christian faith. Churches commented that ‘many of our activities are 

attractional.’20 The result appeared to be a series of activities and events which congregations 

struggled to adequately resource. 
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On many occasions, mission appeared to have become focused on several programmes and 

activities. These were intended to attract people to the church in order that they could affirm 

preassigned core beliefs. The volume of activities has been criticised as, ‘inappropriate and 
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exhausting for marginal communities in a mission context.’21  An impact of this was 

summarised by one church; a struggle to resource activities had led to a situation in which, 

‘the confidence and skill level of the congregation is low.’22 Adoption of a ceaseless 

programme of activities is unsustainable but congregations felt they had to keep struggling.  

 

In the churches involved with this research, activities organised by congregations had an 

important place in their missional practice. The case for an absence of missional reflection in 

pursuit of activism appeared strong. One interviewee stated that their church had, ‘tried all 

manner of events.’23 This sounded like a hurried and potentially stressful approach to 

mission, where new activities were frequently being added to an already overstretched 

programme. Respondents commented on the range of programmes and groups that were 

offered by their congregations.  

 

During the week, contact was reported with secondary, primary and pre-school age children 

and their families. The provision of such groups was viewed as an important way churches 

engaged with their local communities. At the same time there was a risk that many small 

congregations were attempting to do too much. The leader of church 17 commented that their 

church, ‘has had a habit of doing things which it wants to keep doing but it takes up a lot of 

energy.’24 This leader felt that, ‘many activities tend to be support and maintenance rather 

than looking outwards.’25  

 

Missional practice appeared to be highly reliant upon the number and range of activities on 

offer. This can create risks. Evangelical congregations represent church clubs which are, 

‘open to corrosion by the acidic tendencies of voluntarism and consumerism.’26 John 

Thomson added that such clubs are, ‘vulnerable to disengagement if the contract is perceived 

to be inadequate.’27It was recognised by leaders, that their congregations were guilty of 

lacking focus and doing too much. A participant stated that, ‘reflection tends to be minimal. 

 
21 Stuart Murray, Post-Christendom: Church and Mission in a Strange New World, 2nd edn (London: SCM, 

2018), p.151. 
22 Keith Wilson, ‘Liberating the Suburbs’ A Theological Reflection of the Missiological Role of Small, Suburban 

Congregations [survey], 31 July 2016 https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission [accessed 11 August 

2016]. 
23 Church 1, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 14 October 2016. 
24 Church 17. Interviewed by Keith Wilson, 2 December 2019. 
25 Church 17, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 2 December 2019. 
26 John B. Thomson, Church on Edge (London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2004), p.4. 
27 Thomson, Church on the Edge, p.4. 

https://surveymonkey.co.uk/u/sururbanmission


70 

 

We manage each activity separately rather than looking at the whole. It’s lots of different 

things run by different people in the church.’28 It is possible for activism to become a 

theological resource. 

 

 

Local Schools

Community 
Groups

Work with elderly

Other

Figure 7 : Missional Practice: Links with Local 
Community

 
 

 

Much of this activism centred on a fear that if the congregation failed to offer a range of 

programmes, the number of people attending would fall. The experience of a decline in 

numbers attending, provoked a limited reflection. The result appeared to be a solution 

focused on activism. Missional reflection prompted by changes to the size of a congregation 

could have a positive impact. Faced with a dramatic decline in membership and attendance, a 

congregation had been forced to rethink their missional practice. Encouraged by training 

provided by their local Baptist Association, the leadership and congregation reflected together 

 
28 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 2 December 2019. 
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on how the church might engage with mission. The leader of church 11 commented that a key 

question had emerged: ‘what if what we do on a Sunday morning moved much closer to 

where the community is at?’29 The result was a project that radically changed the way the 

church presented itself to the community. Inspired by stories from other congregations, this 

church adopted a ‘Breakfast Church’ project. This typical Baptist 19th century building had 

been radically altered; rows of chairs had been replaced with cafe style tables, hot drinks 

machines and toasters. This model of church had been deliberately designed to appeal to 

people who would not usually attend church. The success of ‘Breakfast Church’ has led to an 

ongoing process of missiological reflection. The leader commented that there is a ‘growing 

sense of being missional, stepping up and participating.’30 Church meetings were also used to 

review mission and activities.  

 

As a theological resource, activities can be used by smaller congregations to reflect upon a 

suburban culture which values activism. This can be related to an emphasis on missio Dei. A 

paradigm shift is required as mission is not, ‘something churches do, but a divine initiative in 

which churches participate.’31 This desire to run a range of activities may reflect a need to 

feel that a church is somehow staying competitive. Members of smaller, suburban 

congregations are familiar with nearby larger churches and the competition they present. It is 

an assumption that smaller churches ought to offer a similar the range of services and 

activities to those of the larger congregations. This is a temptation when it comes to activities 

offered to families which are designed to attract and keep members. There is a need within 

missional practice to undertake a more critical appraisal of the programmes and activities 

undertaken by congregations. 

 

Activism can give the impression that congregations are excessively concerned with their 

own institutional welfare. Running a church, even a small congregation, is an immense 

undertaking. It is important to consider why smaller congregations feel it is necessary to offer 

activities groups and formats designed to attract people who currently did not attend their 

church. Many of the responding churches operated groups aimed at attracting pre-school 

children and their carers. Most of these groups were popular and appreciated by users. 

 
29 Church 11, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 24 October 2019. 
30 Church 11, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 24 October 2019. 
31 Stuart Murray, Church After Christendom (Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 2004), p.137. 
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However, few of those attending made the transition to becoming members of the actual 

church.  

 

Using activities as a theological resource would involve asking whether smaller 

congregations are making missional practice harder than it need be. It is recognised that the 

Bible is clear that mission will be challenging and face obstacles, at least at times.32 

Difficulties in maintaining current levels of missional activities puts pressure on 

congregations. There is a constant need to recruit and retain volunteers. In the questionnaires 

and interviews, it was noticeable that churches relied on the loyalty of volunteers, many of 

whom were retired. Such pressures are not exclusive to smaller congregations. Many 

voluntary organisations, both secular and Christian also face issues around volunteer 

recruitment. Repeated requests to do more, and a feeling of impending crisis, have led to 

negative impressions among congregations as to the effectiveness of mission. The result is 

that any reflection on missional practice, when it occurs, tends to focus on dealing with the 

immediate ‘crisis.’  

 

To engage in a wider reflective role requires leadership and a change in congregational 

thinking. Yet it is possible. Church 12 sought to limit the danger of activism. In this church 

‘simplicity’ was viewed as a key value. The leader commented that in the past, ‘people saw a 

need to step back but felt unable to do so.’33 The adoption of this new approach focused on 

‘simplicity’ was the result of missional reflection. This leader stated, ‘we can see lots of 

potential for doing something but want simplicity so that people can be ‘good news’ to their 

neighbours and friends. Church people find it easier to do activities.’34 Missional reflection 

was not without its own set of risks. This leader felt that, ‘people love talking about practical 

things rather than our actual mission.’35 

 

Another congregation, church 16, lacked a formal building but ran a community shop. It was 

recognised that the shop created a lot of opportunities to be engaged with local mission. It 

was also viewed as offering opportunities for refection upon missional practice. This leader 

believed that it was important to ‘try to only do things where we think we can do them to the 

 
32 See, for example, Luke 10: 10-12 
33 Church 12, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 5 November 2019. 
34 Church 12, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 5 November 2019. 
35 Church 12, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 5 November 2019. 
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best of our ability. We are stretched thin’36 There was a recognition in this statement that in 

suburbia people expect things to be done well. There was also an appreciation that faced with 

a lack of resources, creating another activity could result in resources being stretched. This 

would result in the actual activity lacking quality and therefore credibility. For example, this 

congregation had decided not to run mid-week youth activities at this stage. The leader 

commented that people believe they could not, ‘start something new without stopping or 

changing something.’37 

 

Baptist congregational members are encouraged to participate fully in the life of their 

churches. This includes mission. A positive outcome of this is that congregations can become 

a source of ideas for missional practice. In some respects, this is healthy and to be 

encouraged. This demonstrates that at least some people in the congregation are engaging in a 

form of reflection upon their missional practice. Yet, this requires careful managing by the 

church leadership. Activism is a powerful driver behind the missional practice of smaller, 

suburban congregations. The interactions between churches and their local contexts provide 

opportunities which could be regarded as a theological resource. This was demonstrated in 

the experiences and attitudes towards social action. 

 

 

Social Action 

 

It was of interest to this research to consider how activism might relate to social action and 

missional practice within smaller congregations in suburbia. Reflecting on social action can 

become a theological resource for smaller congregations in suburbia.  In the late 19th and 

early 20th centuries, Evangelical social action was justified theologically as the removal of 

obstacles that somehow prevented the progress of the Gospel message. According to Brown, 

the congregation became, ‘characterised not merely as a body of people who met on a Sunday 

for worship, but as a centre of social faith.’38  Brown went on the argue that, ‘the great 

invention of evangelicalism was the voluntary organisation.’39By the late 20th century, this 

had changed with the emergence of a focus on integral mission. Supporters of an integral 

 
36 Church 16, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
37 Church 16, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
38 Brown, The Death of Christian Britain, p.43. 
39 Brown, The Death of Christian Britain, p.45. 
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mission approach argued that ‘social action and evangelism are both essential and indivisible 

components of Christian mission.’40 

 

In the questionnaires and interviews completed, responses to the issue of social action varied 

significantly. Social action did include initiatives established with the specific intention of 

sharing God’s love with those who faced a range of disadvantages. It is important for 

congregations to reflect upon the missional nature of any social action they seek to undertake.  

Eckley, Ruddick and Walker argue that social action has been influenced by the service 

delivery model which is dominant in society. The result is a situation in which, ‘professionals 

deliver services to meet the specified needs and problems of their users.’41 Few small 

congregations can afford to train and employ professionals. Yet there is a danger that well-

intentioned social action projects, such as support for a Foodbank or running a youth club, 

can create dependency and division in communities.  

 

There is a risk that congregations will focus on meeting needs rather than building a faith 

community. Churches need to view their missional practice as offering a way to, ‘salvation 

through the gospel, expressed in our service, care and witness.’42 In many respects social 

action was regarded as a form of pre-evangelistic activity. For some congregations, any 

missional practice that involved social action was felt to be overwhelming. One leader stated 

that it is, ‘too complex for us to be able to make a difference.’43 In contrast, reflection on their 

missional practice led to social action being developed in several churches. Social action was, 

for one leader, a reflection of the belief that, ‘we love others practically because they deserve 

love because they’re made in the image of God.’44 Church 14 described itself as not having 

any activities that expressed social action; however church members did have a concern for 

marginalised groups that lived locally, such as those who were homeless or refugees. The 

leader encouraged the congregation to reflect missiologically on this gap between generous 

financial giving towards such causes and a lack of practical action. The congregation had 

 
40 David C. Kirkpatrick, ‘C. Rene Padilla and the Origins of Integral Mission in Post-War Latin America’, 

Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 67 (2016), 351-371 (p.353), in ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials< 

http://search.ebscohost.com> [accessed 30 October 2019]. 
41Bethany Eckley, Anna Ruddick, and Rachel Walker, ‘Fullness of Life Together, Reimagining Christian 

Engagement in our Communities’, Livability, October 2015 1-36 (p.30) <https://www.livablity.org.uk/wp-

contact/uploads/2018/02/Fullness-of-life-Together.pdf> [Accessed 21 October 2019]. 
42 Eckley, Ruddick, and Walker, Fullness of Life Together, Reimagining Christian Engagement in our 

Communities, p.30. 
43 Church 11, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 24 October 2019. 
44 Church 16, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
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been asked: ‘Do we want to be known as a church that gives resources to organisations or do, 

we want to actually get involved?’45 

 

Activities and organisations may operate semi-independently of the church. A Christian pre-

school was run by one congregation. It had a leader whose role was to provide the ‘Christian 

bit.’ It was unclear exactly what was meant by this or how that was to be achieved. The leader 

felt that the church, ‘has never really involved itself in the group.’46 Weekly toddler groups, 

run by many congregations, can also face this issue. Staffed by volunteers, such groups can 

be a successful activity in terms of attracting people who are not yet Christian. However, the 

timing of such groups can lead to most of the congregation being largely unaware of the 

presence of this activity. A lack of engagement between a church and the organisations it 

supports is an issue that missional reflection can help to address. Reflecting on the 

independence of the differing activities that its church ran, one respondent felt that ‘each 

group represents a community in its own right.’47 

 

Another congregation, church 12, believed that, ‘social action is the key to mission.’48 The 

respondent recognised that, ‘it’s one thing saying people want to reach out to families, it’s 

another thing to actually change.’49The concept of integral mission has been used in a British 

context to try and bring together social action and the proclamation of the Christian message. 

Developed in Central and South America, supporters of integral mission believed that social 

action and evangelism are both ‘essential and indivisible components of Christian mission.’50  

Yet it is more than a coming together of social action and evangelism. Integral mission also 

sought to bridge the many divisions created by the missionary movement of the past. In one 

of the responding churches, the leader felt that people often prayed about social issues but 

failed to act. In this case, although the congregation had discussed becoming an ‘eco 

church’51 no progress had been made on the issue. This leader believed that the congregation 

‘do have opportunities but don’t take them up.’52  

 

 
45 Church 14, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 15 November 2019. 
46 Church 13, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 6 November 2019. 
47 Church 19, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
48 Church 12, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 5 November 2019. 
49 Church 12, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 5 November 2019. 
50 Kirkpatrick, C. Rene Padilla and the Origins of Integral Mission, p.353. 
51 See, https://www.ecochurch.arocha.org.uk 
52 Church 12, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 5 November 2019. 
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Not all churches experienced a separation between social action and their wider missional 

practice. The leader of church 18 commented that ‘social action is mission.’53 The leader 

added ‘we must remember to do the words as well as the deeds.’54 In this church a mid-week 

coffee morning was held in order to reach people in the local community. As a low-key social 

action activity, the coffee morning was viewed positively by both congregation and 

community. The leader felt that people ‘need to know why we’re doing it.’55 The coffee 

morning was not regarded as an opportunity to convert or change the views held by people, at 

least in the short-term. The leader argued that it was about building genuine relationships. 

After refection, this activity was now a way that this congregation expressed a desire to ‘love 

them because you love them.’56  

 

In church 16, the leader reflected that, ‘social action and mission are firmly entwined in this 

congregation.’57 Examples of social action included support for a local foodbank and 

activities associated with a city-wide mission organisation. Even in this church though, there 

was a reluctance by the congregation to engage with any issue that could be viewed as being 

‘political’.  The leader argued that, ‘we don’t engage on a party political or political level.’58 

This rejection of any political involvement appeared to be at odds with a commitment to 

social action and social justice. An attempt to justify the position was given by the respondent 

who stated, ‘we’re not gifted in our congregation to engage in the political realm.’59 Yet there 

was in the church apparently a ‘desire for the broken and struggling to be impacted by the 

Good News.’60 Social action and poverty may appear to be issues restricted to congregations 

in inner-city contexts. Yet, suburban poverty is an increasing social need and could be a 

theological resource for a smaller congregation. 

 

Suburban Poverty 

 

Missional practice which seeks to take social action into account will also need to engage 

with suburban poverty. An increasing awareness of poverty in British suburbs could become a 

 
53 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
54 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
55 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
56 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
57 Church 16, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
58 Church 16, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
59 Church 16, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
60 Church 16, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
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theological resource for smaller congregations. Commenting on the rise of suburban poverty 

in North America, Kneebone and Berube argued that ‘suburbs have never been as monolithic 

as historical stereotypes would suggest.’61 As was mentioned in the previous chapter, mission 

can be viewed as an activity that occurs elsewhere, primarily overseas. In the same way 

poverty can be regarded as an event that occurs elsewhere and to other people. Churches have 

increasingly found ways to confront and challenge poverty.62 Too often churches have looked 

elsewhere with regards to helping those who are poor. Suburban poverty is complex, often 

hidden, and frequently overlooked. 

 

Poverty presents suburbia with its own set of unique challenges.63 Those who are ‘poor’ can 

be broadly defined. Income is only one element in the reproduction of advantage and 

disadvantage. Early Liberation theologians, such as Gustavo Gutierrez, regarded poverty as 

not simply an economic issue; poverty could include those who experienced ‘domination, 

exploitation, racism and marginalization.’64 Deprivation rates have risen in suburban areas 

due to factors such as high living costs, aging populations, transport issues and less focus 

from local and national government. A report for the Smith Institute in 2014 stated that there 

were, ‘approximately 6.8 million people in poverty in the suburbs of England and Wales, 

between 2001 and 2011 the number of suburban areas with above average levels of poverty 

rose by 34 percent.’65  

 

The proportion of deprived areas within suburbia is rising rapidly. In London, there are now 

more poor people living in outer boroughs than inner ones.66 In outer London boroughs the 

proportion of the population classed as living in poverty, after housing costs, jumped from 20 

percent in 2002 to 24 percent in 2013. In 2015, 84 percent of suburban neighbourhoods in 

Greater Manchester fell within the most deprived areas in the region. In the West Midlands, 

 
61 Elizabeth Kneebone and Alan Berube, Confronting Suburban Poverty in America (Washington: Brooking 

Institution Press, 2013), p.8. 
62 See, for example, work by Christian organisations such as Tearfund, Christian Aid, Christians Against Poverty 
63 Paul Hunter, Poverty in Suburbia: A Smith Institute Study into the Growth of Poverty in the Suburbs of 

England and Wales, The Smith Institute, September 2019 1-68 (p.4) 

<www.smithinstitute.org.uk/wpcontent/upoloads/2015/09/Poverty_in_suburbia.pdf> [accessed 31 January 

2019]. 
64 Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology of Liberation. History, Politics, and Salvation, (London: SCM Press, 1975), 

pxxi. 
65 Hunter, Poverty in Suburbia, p.28. 
66 Paul Hunter, Towards a Suburban Renaissance: An Agenda for our City Suburbs, The Smith Institute, July 

2016 ,1-70 (p.4) <www.smithinstitute.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Towards-a-suburban-

renaissance.pdf> [accessed 14 August 2018] 
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57 percent of suburban neighbourhoods fell into the most deprived category. 67 In suburban 

areas poverty can be hidden. It is a significant challenge to be moved to compassion and 

action when those to whom the church seeks to minister are; ‘practised in denying or 

disguising their vulnerability.’68 Poverty is a serious, life limiting issue for individuals 

regardless of their geographical location.  

 

Housing issues can also have a major impact on levels of suburban poverty. High mortgage or 

rental costs are a significant issue especially in southern England. In suburban areas, housing 

originally constructed by local authorities to provide low cost, quality rental accommodation 

has largely been sold off. The ‘right-to-buy’ programme of the 1980s was popular and 

transformed lives, politics, and suburbs. The longer-term implications of this policy are 

perhaps only now beginning to be appreciated. According to Fainstein, this policy increased 

the assets of many lower-middle class households, while at the same time, ‘diminishing the 

availability of affordable rental housing and leading to the residualisation of the remaining 

social housing.’69  

 

The lack of suitable social housing provision has led to the growth of the private rental sector 

and excessive demand for the few available social housing units. Poverty does appear to be 

impact those who rent their properties more than other groups. In 2011 ‘owner occupiers 

accounted for 3.8 percent of individuals living in poverty, social renters 32 percent and 

private renters 30 percent.’70 In terms of missional practice within smaller congregations, the 

presence of suburban poverty presents a Biblical challenge. While it is understandable that 

few congregations desire to be viewed as ‘political’ it is exceedingly difficult to see how any 

meaningful change can occur without a more politicised missional role that also considers 

social justice issues. 

 

There is a role for congregations to re-shape missional practice as a result of looking at their 

contexts through the eyes of outcasts.71 Social action which intends to help the suburban poor 

 
67 John Bingham, ‘End of the Good Life? Britain’s suburbs being left behind!’, The Daily Telegraph, 5 July 

2016 <www.thetelegraph.co.uk/new/2016/07/05/end-of-the-good-life-britains-suburbs-being-left-behind>  

[accessed 14 August 2018]. 
68 Ann Morisy, Journeying Out, p.96. 
69 Susan S. Fainstein, The Just City, (New York: Cornell University Press, 2011), p.118. 
70 Hunter, Poverty in Suburbia, p.28. 
71 Al Barrett, ‘Interrupting the Churches Flow. Hearing ‘Other’ voices on an Outer Urban Estate’, Practical 

Theology, 11 (2018), 79-92 (p.83). 

http://www.thetelegraph.co.uk/new/2016/07/05/end-of-the-good-life-britains-suburbs-being-left-behind
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is not without risks. Activities developed and run by congregations can result in the church 

gaining a position of power and authority in its relationships with certain groups of people. 

This can lead to the church being viewed as another outside organisation seeking to offer 

help. Suburban poverty raises questions about the nature of small, suburban congregations. 

 

Belonging 

 

Participants were asked to reflect upon ways in which a sense of ‘belonging’ was expressed 

in their congregations. The views members and leaders hold about their churches can be a 

theological resource. Welcome was highlighted by respondents with pastoral care and small 

groups also being regarded as significant. In addition, the size of their congregations was also 

viewed positively. A smaller sized congregation could be viewed as an asset in terms of a 

missional role. The leader of church 15 expressed the situation in the following terms: ‘You 

inhabit a much bigger world when you have to learn from people who are very different from 

you.’72 It appeared to be the case that the small size of their congregations had prompted 

leaders to engage in missional reflection.  

 

The size of smaller congregations is a potential theological resource. A participant stated that, 

‘everyone does know everyone.’73 This leader felt that size led people to participate rather 

than simply let others be active. A lack of volunteers created a need for help. In turn this 

impacted both the ecclesiology and missiology of the congregation. It was the view of this 

leader that, ‘often people want to belong first before believing.’74  

 

Relationships were viewed as a strength of a small church. The focus on relationships within 

the congregation stood in contrast to the prevailing suburban culture. A participant reflected 

that, ‘everybody in our small fellowship has a role. Nobody is without some form of 

service.’75 The value placed on building relationships was repeatedly expressed. 

Relationships have an impact on a congregation and how they perceive their missional role. 

This may not always be positive.  

 

 

 
72 Church 15, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
73 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
74 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
75 Church 15, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
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Strong, established relationships can be difficult for new people to engage with. The leader of 

church 14, believed that hospitality was practiced among church members when they felt, 

‘comfortable with people.’76 This was a small congregation of long-established members. A 

regeneration project resulted in the loss of their old building and the completion of a new, 

purpose-built facility. The process had led to a sustained period of missional reflection as the 

congregation sought to identify what they would need and how best to serve their changing 

community. As part of their mission to the local community, a café had been constructed 

within the new development. Initially this looked like a good example of a congregation 

reflecting upon their missional practice. However, the leader felt that, ‘as a congregation we 

don’t reflect on mission. Individuals within the congregation do.’77 It is possible that in a 

small congregation, the direction of mission can set by just a few people. At occasions, such 

as church meetings, it is all too easy for one or two people to dominate proceedings. In this 

congregation, massive transformation and investment had been the vision of a small number 

 
76 Church 14, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 15 November 2019. 
77 Church 14, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 15 November 2019. 
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of individuals. Congregations are not composed of individuals who are all naturally reflective 

practitioners. Yet, the willingness of some to reflect can lead to huge change. 

 

A reflection on missional practice within a congregation can lead to transformation. For a 

small, established community, the scale of such change can feel overwhelming and 

frightening. One respondent commented that, ‘as a leadership we recognise that some people 

will feel they’re losing everything they’ve invested in.’78  This sense of lamenting or grieving 

for the past needs to be recognised in a process of missional reflection. A church culture that 

may initially prove ‘hostile’ to newcomers can be changed. A new mission project in one 

church had focused on changing the culture within the congregation prior to inviting 

newcomers to join them. This leader believed that, ‘people will be drawn to an intentional, 

loving-community.’79 However, while some smaller congregations give the impression that 

they are fairly ‘closed’ communities, an alternative perspective was given by the leader of 

church 15. He said: 

‘Your friends are chosen for you in a small church. In other words, you’re stuck with each 

other. You can’t pick and choose your friendships. You’ve got to get on with people who 

are not as like-minded as yourself. The result can be that you inhabit a much bigger world 

when you have to learn from people who are very different from you.’80 

 

Conclusion 

 

The framework for this reflective stage of the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’ has been provided by 

the experiences of congregations who participated in this research. This represents a 

triangulation between issues highlighted by the data and reflection upon those experiences. 

The fieldwork provided a description of the experiences described by leaders of ordinary 

suburban congregations. In this respect there was nothing ground -breaking or paradigm 

changing about the research findings. Rather the strength of these experiences lies in their 

ordinariness. Insights gathered from missional practice within ordinary small, suburban 

congregations may be transferable to other equally unassuming churches. It is possible to 

learn much from exceptional and emerging forms of mission. At the same time, it must also 

be possible to also learn from the overlooked, ordinary missional experiences of smaller 

 
78 Church 12, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 5 November 2019. 
79 Church 11, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 24 October   2019. 
80 Church 15, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
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congregations. To do so requires an acknowledgement of the need to engage with theological 

resources that can equip, enable, and develop current missional practice. 

 

A number of theological resources emerged as already available for congregations. The 

context faced by suburban congregations impacted their missional practice but was not 

necessarily seen as a theological resource. Expressions of mission did vary but were within 

the boundaries of what could be described as Evangelical ‘norms’. Mission was often 

expressed as a form of activism. The range of activities offered by small congregations was 

both impressive and potentially dangerous. In this research it has been demonstrated that 

congregations risk defining their missional practice by the activities they offer. Hilary Taylor 

is not alone in calling for congregations to ‘narrow what we do.’81 Such a process can only 

occur when churches have asked ‘what is God calling us to do and be?’82 Activism can result 

in congregations facing the risk of becoming weary, ‘overly busy and overly anxious about 

the maintenance of our world.’83  Smaller congregations gave the impression they were trying 

to be miniature versions of larger churches.  

 

On too many occasions, congregations were simply trying to keep going. Maintaining current 

programmes dominated leadership and church meetings. Social action activities and attempts 

to respond to suburban poverty were present. Yet the major effort in congregations appeared 

to lean towards maintaining a sense of belonging. In suburbia, this expression of church as 

family represents a significant expression of missional practice. Although marginalised by 

wider society, smaller congregations can potentially begin to discern theological resources 

which may empower their missional practice. It is important that theological resources lead to 

changed actions. This reflection will now turn to the action stage of the ‘Doing Theology 

Spiral.’

 
81 Hilary Taylor, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 16 August 2016. 
82 Hilary Taylor, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 16 August 2016. 
83 Walter Brueggemann, Mandate to Difference: An Invitation to the Contemporary Church (London: John Knox 

Press, 2007), p.42. 
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Chapter 5: Action 

 

Introduction 

 

This research has sought to consider a range of theological resources which could empower 

missional practice within small, suburban congregations. The reflection stage of the ‘Doing 

Theology Spiral’ led to a consideration of theological resources which may already be 

available to a congregation. The exploration phase expanded this reflection to include key 

theological resources which could be applied to the context faced by smaller churches in 

British suburbia. There is a risk that theological reflection remains largely theoretical and 

unable to influence the missional practice of congregations.  

 

In the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’ an emphasis is placed on the role of reflection and exploration 

in leading towards action. The planned response is carried out with this action generating 

further new experiences.1 In this section a consideration will be made of theological resources 

that could significantly enhance missional practice within a congregation. These resources 

include missional leadership and the development of a suburban counterculture. This section 

will begin by reflecting upon the relationship between mission and smaller congregations. 

 

 

Mission and the Small, Suburban Congregation 

 

 

A reflection on the relationship between mission and church life can become a theological 

resource. It has been proposed that any church needs to remain true to its, ‘essential nature as 

a dynamic, living organism as opposed to a mechanistic-style structure.’2 This suggests a 

movement towards congregations being viewed more from a ‘centred set’ perspective. A 

‘centred set’ would describe a community where proximity to a central object, in this case 

faith in Christ, would define a congregation. According to Murray, post-Christendom 

churches should spend, ‘more time nurturing their core values and community life than 

 
1 Helen Cameron, Resourcing Mission. Practical Theology for Changing Churches (London: SCM Press, 2010), 

p.9. 
2 Frost and Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come, p.210. 
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maintaining boundaries.’3 This approach would see a congregation move towards becoming 

more missional throughout its ways of thinking about and practicing church life. Such a 

congregation, ‘adopts a stance totally different from the attractional one.’4 This would 

challenge views with regards to church membership. 

 

In suburbia there are few examples of congregations doing things differently as a result of 

reflection upon their missional practice. Recent examples of new ways of ‘being church’ have 

been emerging in inner city and urban estates where issues associated with poverty 

dominate.5 Church membership has been used as an indicator of the missional effectiveness 

of a congregation. This needs to be revised.  A more open, mission orientated congregation 

would need to discover new ways of telling and living the Gospel message. This leads to a 

questioning of the long-term legitimacy of church membership. It could be that membership 

becomes seen as an ‘onerous means of social engagement and other forms of engagement 

become recognised as equally legitimate.6 A stakeholder model was proposed by John Drane; 

this would involve diverse groups of people, who might be at different stages in their journey 

of faith, being bound together ‘by their commitment to one another and to the reality of the 

spiritual search, rather than by inherited definitions of institutional membership.’7 

 

Relationships appear central to the way smaller congregations view their missional practice. 8  

Fellowship events were regarded as a significant way in which relationships were developed 

and valued in responding churches. Welcome, pastoral care and mid-week small groups 

meeting for Bible study, prayer and fellowship were also valued. It can be argued that small 

churches live and die on the strength of their relationships.9 James Fowler suggested that a 

congregation could be viewed as, ‘an ecology of care and an ecology of vocation.’10 The 

leader of church 11 believed that, ‘people will be drawn to an intentional, loving 

 
3 Murray, Church After Christendom, p.225. 
4 Frost and Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come, p.43. 
5 Stuart Murray and Anne Wilkinson-Hayes, Hope from the Margins: New Ways of Being Church (Cambridge: 

Grove Books, 2000), p.22. 
6 Helen Cameron, ‘Predicting the Nature of Civil Society in 2050’, in Predicting Religion: Christian, Secular 

and Alternative Futures, ed. by Grace Davie, Paul Heelas and Linda Woodhead (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 

110-121 (p.117).  
7 John Drane, The McDonaldization of the Church: Spirituality, Creativity and the Future of the Church 

(London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2000), p.159. 
8 See Appendix 4: Figure 7. 
9 Vaters, Small Church Essentials, p.63. 
10 James Fowler, Faith Development and Pastoral Care (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), p.27. 
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community.’11The link between care and service appeared to be strong in small church life 

and mission. Smaller congregations offer the opportunity ‘to be informal, to exercise 

ownership of one’s worship service, and above all to make more intimate friendships.’12 The 

importance placed on relationships has an impact on missional practice. Mission can be 

viewed as ‘a relational activity that happens through the conduit of human relations.’13 

 

Internal relationships within congregations impact how a church relates to others in its 

locality. In the experience section of this research, several churches did work in isolation 

from one another. Sometimes this was a result of their location. On other occasions it was the 

result of choice. Many participating congregations did work with other churches. This could 

be through an ecumenical partnership, such as a formal local grouping of churches working 

together. On other occasions it was the result of relationships developed between nearby 

churches. Church 12 stated that ‘anything we’ve started has been linked in with other 

churches.’14 Historically this church had been planted by a larger, town centre congregation. 

The relationship between the two churches continued, with the smaller congregation using 

some resources provided by the larger church. The leader felt that it was a case of, ‘us helping 

them to look outside their buildings and to move out more into the wider community.’15 This 

small congregation was now looking to support someone who had started a ‘missional 

community’ on a local housing estate. Conversely, the relationship with another church or 

congregation was not always so positive. One of the congregations taking part in this 

research, rented their building to another Christian group on a Sunday afternoon. This hirer 

attracted young families. The leader of the smaller congregation reflected that some people 

regarded this as part of their mission but ‘we don’t seem to think we should be doing the 

same.’16 

 

The relationships in smaller congregations are highly valued and impact missional practice. 

An embodied, relational approach to mission is deeply challenging. It does not view mission 

as an occasional activity but rather as a ‘way of living that involves our whole selves, 

 
11 Church 11, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 24 October 2019. 
12 Robert Wuthnow, After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty and Thirty Somethings are shaping the future of 

American Religion (Woodstock: Princeton University Press, 2010), p.222. 
13 Frost and Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come, p.47. 
14 Church 12, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 5 November 2019. 
15 Church 12, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 5 November 2019. 
16 Church 13, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 6 November 2019. 
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profoundly shaping our everyday lives and engagement with others.’17The leader of church 

12 believed that mission ‘always takes place through relationships.’18 Such congregations 

offer intimate forms of community and present an alternative to the highly individualised 

lifestyles of suburbia. The adoption of terms such as ‘family’ can provide a meaningful 

description of the internal relationships that operate within a small faith community. A small 

congregation is more likely to regard itself as a family with ‘relational skills being valued 

more highly than business skills.’19 When asked to describe their church, a leader stated that, 

‘we talk about us being like an extended family.’20  

 

In the experience section of this research, the word family was used by some leaders to 

describe their churches. Such terminology has an impact on missional practice. The concept 

of family has changed and evolved over time. This family orientation can make it difficult for 

congregations to appeal to certain groups of people and to assimilate new members. The 

leader of church 3 noted that while the congregation was friendly and welcoming to new 

people, there were ‘glass walls to be faced when it came to actual involvement in church 

life.’21 Another leader felt that their congregation was, ‘probably welcoming and open if you 

are fairly normal and like them. I think if you come with problems then you may find it 

difficult to integrate into the church.’22 Like all families, a church family may also experience 

arguments and division. In the interviews, a few leaders noted that their churches had faced 

periods of infighting and division. A troubled history will have a long-term impact on the 

missional health of a congregation. The leader of church 8 felt that their congregation ‘just 

needed the confidence to deal with some really tricky stuff that needed to be dealt with and 

then learn, as a church, that they could blossom.’23 

 

It might be expected that a congregation that is strongly relational would want to work 

together on aspects of church life, including missional practice. The leader of church 5 

expressed their view that, ‘people are more confident to get engaged in mission when they are 

 
17 Mike Pears and Paul Cloke, ‘Mission and God: Editorial Conversation’, in Mission in Marginal Places. The 

Theory, ed. by Paul Cloke and Mike Pears (Bletchley: Paternoster, 2016), 239-246 (p.242). 
18 Church 12, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 5 November 2019. 
19 J. Koessler, ‘The Dynamics of Small Church Ministry’, The Master’s Seminary Journal, (1992), 175-189 

(p.177), in ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials <https://search.ebscohost.com> [Accessed 30 April 

2019]. 
20 Church 1 interviewed by Keith Wilson, 14 October 2016. 
21 Church 3, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 October 2016. 
22 Church 8 interviewed by Keith Wilson, 13 January 2017. 
23 Church 5, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 23 November 2016. 
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with others.’24 Relationships may be based on informal understandings and networks that 

have developed over many years. A more relational view of missiology can help a 

congregation rediscover a focus on the incarnational nature of mission. There was a value 

attached to relational, rather than programme led approaches to mission. In the interviews it 

was clear that leaders and their congregations liked to hear personal stories; these personal 

narratives had a role in missional practice because they served as a communal reminder of the 

actions and faithfulness of God in the past. Shared narratives aided a sense of belonging and 

were part of the journey congregations felt they were collective on. Sharing life together, 

through stories, meals and activities provided ‘the glue, the atmosphere of all social life.’25 

Relational strengths offer an alternative picture of a situation where, ‘weaknesses rather than 

strengths tend to shape the congregation’s self-evaluation.’26  

 

A congregation remains a covenant community that, ‘derives its purposes from the will and 

intent of the one who initiates the covenant and calls us into covenant.’27 There is a sense in 

which smaller congregations represent a unique form of community. Suburbia is dominated 

by individualism and a focus on the fulfilment of personal needs and goals. Evangelical 

congregations have supported such attitudes through the theological emphasis on individuals 

having a personal experience of, and relationship with, Jesus Christ. Contemporary 

Evangelical churches tend to present the core message of the Bible in individualised terms. 

They do so by presenting the message of Jesus as being about, ‘personalised benefits either in 

this world or the next.’28 Yet a Trinitarian theology points towards a God who is uniquely 

relational. It should be possible to have both a personal relationship with God and a familial 

relationship with other believers. It would be helpful for churches to broaden their 

understanding of family to include the practice of community. This sense of community is not 

an optional extra for a congregation. An understanding of community impacts missional 

practice in suburbia. 

 

A sense of community is often lacking in suburban areas.  Yet there is a yearning for 

community in suburbia and a ‘nostalgic sense that you can have community without having 

 
24 Church 5, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 23 November 2016. 
25 Alan J. Roxburgh and Fred Romanuk, The Missional Leader. Equipping your Church to reach a changing 

World (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006), p.71. 
26 Koessler, The Dynamics of Small Church Ministry, p.177.  
27 Fowler, Faith Development, p.35. 
28 Frost, The Road the Missional p.42. 
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to work for it.’29Suburban dwellers are viewed by some commentators as people who live 

their lives under conditions of ‘privacy, individuation, material independence, and freedom 

from authority, all the while surrounded by a wide variety of competing interests and 

associates.’30  A church community provides a positive reaction against the depersonalising 

trends of British suburban culture. It requires congregations to recognise that community 

involves more than people coming together as self-contained individuals. Mission asks a 

person to consider the invitation to join ‘the community of love at the very heart of God.’31 

There is a need to develop a community focused missional practice. To do so raises questions 

about the nature and purpose of small, suburban congregations.  

 

Community provides a theological resource that can help churches explore their missiology 

and missional practice. As has been shown, small congregations in suburbia are a form of 

ecclesiastical expression. Such congregations offer the opportunity to ‘be informal, to 

exercise ownership of one’s worship service, and above all to make more intimate 

friendships.’32In the questionnaires and interviews it was noted that small church leaders felt 

a sense of inadequacy with regards to their congregational missional practice as a result of 

real, and perceived ,weaknesses. An emphasis on community provides a reminder that 

mission is primarily a ‘relational activity that happens through the conduit of human 

relations.’33 As was shown earlier, missional practice within smaller congregations must 

recognise the strength of relationships found in these churches. It is God’s desire that mission 

is expressed by such communities as ‘the goal of mission is to create a Jesus-filled 

community.’34 

 

As a theological resource, community involves developing, ‘relationships of commitment to 

one another that bind members together, give individuals a stake in each other’s lives and 

create a sense of oneness.’35  The leader of church 16 commented that the small size of their 

congregation, ‘enables us to take an individual approach to how we welcome and nurture 

people.’36Community can aid missional practice within a congregation. Members can be 

 
29 Laurie Green, Urban Ministry and the Kingdom of God (London: SPCK, 2003), p.8. 
30M. P.  Baumgartner, The Moral Order of a Suburb (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), p.125. 
31 Mark Berry and Philip Mountstephen, The Forgotten Factor (Cambridge: Grove Books, 2017), p.9. 
32 Wuthnow, After the Baby Boomers p.222. 
33 Frost and Hirsch, The Shaping of Things to Come, p.47. 
34 Michael Moynagh and Philip Harrold, Church for Every Context: An Introduction to Theology and Practice 

(London: SCM, 2012), p.390. 
35 Moynagh and Harrold, Church for Every Context, p.390. 
36 Church 16, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 November 2019. 
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positive about the church community they belong to. Writing from a North American 

perspective, Carl Dudley comments that congregations are often, ‘simply baffled by the 

absence of new members, when the church seems so satisfying to the members who already 

belong.’37 A congregation may reflect on their sense of community and fear that missional 

practice would lead to newcomers appearing. Members of a congregation must be willing to 

accept that mission will lead to changes in their community. Such changes may require a 

willingness to, ‘give up the satisfactions of knowing, or knowing about, everyone else in the 

congregation.’38 A congregation must see itself as a community actively participating in the 

mission of God. 39 Reflecting on their missional practice as a counter-cultural movement, 

could form part of a theological resource for smaller congregations in suburbia. 

 

A Suburban Counterculture? 

 

Missional practice will be influenced by the way churches read, interpret, and critique the 

dominating culture. In identifying such a role there is the potential for congregations to 

challenge, and change, the prevailing culture. However, this will also require congregations 

to be aware of their own, internal culture.  Evangelicalism can be assessed not just by its 

distinctive theological beliefs, but also by its cultural formulations. Historically, the 

Evangelical church and the suburban middle classes have enjoyed a close relationship, 

‘arising from the fact that the suburbs are the invention of evangelicals.’40 Early pioneers of 

suburban developments sought to provide more than improved housing; a strong, Christian 

faith underpinned the values and vision that drove the formation of the suburbs.41 For 

example, the Evangelical developers of 19th century suburban London set out to create 

alternative communities in areas such as Clapham. These were to be suburbs free of the evils 

associated with inner-city living.  

 

This attempt at segregation continues to influence suburban developments today. Suburban 

dreams of freedom have become constrained. High house prices, long working hours and 

others socio-economic realities present very real restrictions on the ability of people to 

flourish. Western suburbia today is both a product and a victim, of neo-liberal forms of later 

 
37 Carl S. Dudley, Making the Small Church Effective (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1978), p.49. 
38 Dudley, Making the Small Church Effective, p.51. 
39 Laurie Green, The Impact of the Global: An Urban Theology 2nd edn (Sheffield: Urban Theology Unit, 2001), 

p.27. 
40 Foster, The Suburban Captivity of the Church, p.60. 
41 Foster, The Suburban Captivity of the Church, p.61. 



90 

 

modern capitalism. The culture of many Evangelical congregations is often viewed as 

middle-class with little or no place for the marginal or other atypical expressions of culture. 

To consider a counter-cultural missional role, it is necessary to reflect upon some of the key 

features of the culture of British suburbia. Suburban areas encourage a way of thinking and 

living that is dominated by Western values of individualism and consumerism. Churches risk 

focusing on doing what is necessary in order to enable their fellowships to navigate ‘the 

religious free market, where only the fittest survive.’42 Attendance figures may be used to 

assess the missional effectiveness of a congregation. Such an approach may be based on 

models more usually associated with the business world.  

 

For Tim Noble, the socio-economic market is present as an alternative place of worship, ‘with 

all the concomitant structures and language of belief.’43In a mixed economy of church 

denominations, styles and congregational sizes, neo-liberal capitalism could be used to justify 

the growth of the larger churches. In such an environment, smaller congregations can view 

themselves as the victims of a socio-economic system where market forces and choice have 

simply worked against them. Small congregations have had to face the reality that a neo-

liberal capitalist system and a post-Christian cultural context can be hugely restrictive to their 

missional practice.  The result is that many congregations have, ‘no idea how to operate in the 

sort of missional context that we now face.’44  

 

Congregations need to engage with missional practices that, ‘truly follow in the footsteps of 

Jesus of Nazareth, amid a great deal of ambiguity and provisionality.’45Inhabitants of 

suburbia have a range of churches they can chose from and the ability to travel considerable 

distances in order to worship at their preferred venue. Many suburbanites appear culturally 

conditioned to look for a church which will ‘meet their needs rather than a base to be sent 

from to serve their community.’46 Suburban congregations require to adopt a more ‘prophetic 

 
42 Paul Louis Metzger, Exploring Ecclesiology. An Evangelical and Ecumenical Introduction (Grand Rapids: 

BrazosPress, 2009), p.43. 
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stance of critical engagement.’47 It is a challenge for the smaller congregation in suburbia to 

reflect the diversity and unity of the Kingdom of God. Congregations tend to become ‘a 

cluster of people of like social and economic position.’48 Suburban churches are increasingly 

buying into the culturally dominant image of, ‘market consumerism and the primacy of 

choice as a governing metaphor for their ministry and mission.’49 Is a small congregation able 

to stand as a ‘witness to another and better way or is it confirmed to society?’50  

 

Missional practice within smaller congregations can challenge some of the attitudes towards 

mission that appear popular among the wider Christian community. Recent decades have seen 

an emphasis on mission as the means to church growth.51 This assumes that all churches, 

regardless of size, should want to desire numerical growth. In the interviews, the question, 

‘How would you feel if mission was to lead to significant change for your church?’ brought 

an unanimously positive response from church leaders. As was to be expected, church leaders 

stated they were positive about mission resulting in change. Perhaps to say anything other 

about change and growth would be viewed as committing a form of suburban heresy. There 

appeared to be an uncritical acceptance of the prevailing narrative that church growth is both 

desirable and achievable Such narratives can be reinforced by resources and support from the 

wider denomination. 

 

Typically, smaller congregations tend to experience either slow growth, stagnation, or a 

gentle decline in numbers. Numbers are often used when referring to a smaller congregation 

which can result in commentators, ‘singling out its inadequacies or devaluing its 

effectiveness.’52  This can have a negative impact on the self-confidence of smaller 

congregations. A failure to achieve numerical growth does not necessarily equate to 

unsuccessful missional practice. Nor does it mean that such congregations have not thought 

about, and reflected upon, their mission.  

 

 
47 Laurie Green, Urban Ministry and the Kingdom of God (London: SPCK, 2003), p.146. 
48 Winter, The Suburban Captivity of the Churches, p.66. 
49 Brown, Faith in Suburbia, p.17. 
50 Alistair Kee, Domination or Liberation: The Place of Religion in Social Conflict (London: SCM, 1986), p.78. 
51 See, for example, resources such as those focused on Natural Church Development. Christian A. Schwarz, 

Natural Church Development: A Practical Guide to a New Approach (Bedford: British Church Growth 

Association, 1997). Christian A. Schwarz, Natural Church Development: A Guide to Eight Essential Qualities of 

Healthy Churches (Brisbane: NCD Australia, 2006). 
52 S. Burt and H. Roper, Raising Small Church Esteem (Washington: Alban Institute, 1992), p.vi. 
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Congregations seem to be ‘burdened by imposed as well as internal expectations.’53 Many 

Western models of mission have focused largely on numerical growth; believing that 

churches are expected to grow and that there is a need to, ‘start asking awkward questions if 

they do not.’54 In a typical scenario, a church displaying an impressive rate of numerical 

growth is researched and a model produced illustrating key factors. While this has value, it is 

surely a one-side approach to missiological reflection. This approach raises questions about 

whether ‘the same factors might have been found in shrinking churches if they had been 

investigated as well.’55 Attempts to grow churches numerically should not be unnecessarily 

criticised or dismissed. However, there is a risk that numerical growth may be viewed as 

something that is not done in reputable theological circles or is simply a concern adopted as a 

‘reluctant pragmatism made necessary by fear of ecclesial extinction.’56  

 

In the fieldwork, it was noticeable that many small congregations were prepared to try 

initiatives such as Alpha and Christianity Explored57 and there was a desire to see such 

courses flourish. The Alpha course has been described as a ‘pedagogical enterprise that will 

be effective in any cultural milieu.’58 The course authors believe that the Christian faith is 

learned not just as a set of ideas ‘examined from outside, but as a way of life to be explored 

from within.’59It is true that Alpha operates in a range of cultural contexts with groups 

running in a variety of locations from universities and prisons to large churches and small, 

suburban congregations.  Alpha’s emphasis on food, building relationships and working 

together is clearly appealing for smaller churches. Yet there is little room for ‘reflection and 

re-conceptualization of the theoretical context of the course.’60 The course content is pre-

packaged and comes with expectations about the style of delivery. An uncritical adoption of 

such pre-packaged courses had taken place in many congregations. Ian Stackhouse claims 

that, ‘suburban piety flattens out paradox: it is uncomfortable with angst; it would prefer to 

 
53Kilpin, Urban to the Core, p.3. 
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play safe than live with fire.’61 Courses such as Alpha have a role within wider missional 

practice. However, for smaller congregations, the actual delivery of such courses may prove 

difficult due to issues attracting enough participants and volunteers. 

 

It is understandable that congregations would feel under pressure to address issues created by 

low numbers of volunteers and attendees. There is a risk that this leads to impatience and a 

reluctance to wait for God to speak. The desire to find solutions to numerical issues can lead 

to churches, ‘avoiding true repentance and conversion.’62 In some cases, leaders had 

developed their own version of courses to respect the local culture and needs of people.  Yet 

the Gospel message will not always be popular in suburbia. Perhaps, rather than adopt pre-

packaged programmes, small congregations need to appreciate their uniqueness in order to 

gain confidence in their missional practice.  

 

The missional practice of smaller congregations has value even when the surrounding cultural 

context proves difficult or hostile. In British suburbia, people are inevitably tempted to 

embrace a less-demanding Gospel message that, ‘offers eternal security while allowing 

people to pursue their dreams uninterrupted.’63 Smaller congregations offer a suburban 

counter-culture which can help the wider Church become a people who are embracing 

‘humility and acknowledging our limits.’64 This missional practice requires leadership. 

 

Leadership 

 

Leadership in a small, suburban congregation can be a theological resource. Leaders must 

learn to ask questions about the missional identity, purpose, and vision of a congregation. Too 

often leadership reflects tensions created by a desire for intimacy, and the needs of an 

institution. Missional practice can upset this delicate balance by bringing about a process of 

change. Earlier in this research, it was recognised that the arrival of new people would lead to 

change. The leader of church 12 stated that new people coming, ‘will challenge and change 
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us.’65 This leader added that ‘if we are serious about reaching out to the community, we need 

to be serious about changing in order to reach out.’66 

 

The experience of change can impact missional practice within a congregation. A succession 

of short-term leaders can have a negative impact on the missional role of a congregation. It 

could be the case that, ‘longevity of leadership and transitioning from within will give more 

likelihood of growth – short-term ministries are a barrier to growth.’67  The questionnaires for 

this research indicated that medium to long term ministries were not unusual in smaller 

congregations. It appears more likely that longer ministries provide stability and a sense of 

permanence for congregations rather than acting as an aid or barrier to mission. Attitudes 

towards change appeared to be a more significant factor. 

 

The desire for stability can create a leadership style that reacts adversely to the prospect of 

any change. The leader of church 17 reported that, ‘one taboo we have in this church is 

change.’68 The leader saw it as their role to provide stability stating that they were ‘not 

wanting to rock the boat too much. Although I reflect, I don’t want to do too much.’69 

Commenting on leadership in smaller churches, Hilary Taylor believes that, ‘God uses the 

leader who has a dream, is willing to risk failure, expects the church to grow and who never 

gives up.’70 Leaders may feel that a congregation desires change, ‘but it’s not always easy to 

go forward.’71  

 

Some leaders recognised the need to be prepared for change and viewed this as part of their 

congregational missional practice. One leader said that they were, ‘strategising for being a 

bigger church before we are a bigger church.’72 In this church, reflection on their missional 

practice had led to the provision of a group for children on a Sunday morning being 

established even though they initially did not have any kids as part of the congregation. There 

were now several children present on a typical Sunday morning. In this congregation it was 

the personal practice of the leader to reflect. Others within the leadership team were also 
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encouraged to reflect on mission. The leadership sought to create a culture where we, ‘reflect 

on what we’ve just done – and what we’re going to do next.’73 

 

Leadership is crucial in a smaller congregation. Discipleship and mentoring, either in a 

formal or informal setting, occur as people develop and disciple each another through their 

relationships. Congregations observe their leaders and will react accordingly. The close 

relationship between leaders and congregations in a small church environment can be both 

encouraging and, at times, overwhelming. There are no hiding places for leaders. In this 

research, the leader of church 14 saw it as their role to be actively changing the mindset of 

the congregation. The leader in this congregation had begun to see their role as not merely 

conducting the business and administration of the church. Instead leaders were seeking to 

encourage the whole congregation to reflect on their missional practice. For this leader, 

‘culture emanates from the top.’74 This leader described their church as ‘a congregation that is 

struggling to find its role in God’s mission. And I’m struggling, not in a negative but in a 

positive sense to help them in that journey.’75In church 16 leadership meetings were valued 

more for fellowship than for business. The minister described leadership as being a team. 

There was a deliberate attempt to seek equality. While it was recognised that the minister had 

responsibilities, decisions were taken collectively. The minister added that, ‘if the leadership 

shows love for one another this is more likely to be copied.’76 Leaders must, ‘mentor or coach 

the congregation to be all they can be, allowing them to use their gifts for the sake of the 

kingdom.’77 

 

As was seen in the experience section of this research, congregations tended to delegate the 

role of missional reflection to their leaders. This reflects a shift of emphasis towards more 

managerial models of ministry. Reflection was undertaken to help leaders be more ‘strategic’ 

about missional practice. In several of the reported experiences, the addition of new people to 

an established congregation had led to fresh missional ideas emerging. The leader of church 

19 commented that it was important to reflect missiologically as they did not want, ‘to take 
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Press, 2002), p.49. 
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on things that will distract us from our core mission.’78 This leader believed that their core 

mission was ‘to focus on doing things which reach our community.’79 

 

The leaders of smaller, suburban congregations face many challenges. Frost commented that 

church leaders can, ‘find themselves cut off and alone in an increasingly foreign culture that 

is antagonistic to them.’80 Several congregations reported that leadership succession was an 

issue; difficulties attracting and retaining suitable leaders are an issue for many churches. In 

small, suburban congregations this may reflect issues related to their missional practice. 

Discussion must also occur as to the qualification’s participants require for reflection. This 

issue was raised by a leader who felt that most of their congregation could not engage in 

reflecting upon their missional practice. The church was in a relatively poor suburban area 

and many inhabitants of the estate faced issues around illiteracy, mental ill health, low 

income, and employment.  This leader believed that their congregation lacked, ‘many 

theologically agile people. The word ‘reflection’ is problematic. It implies a kind of 

intellectualism that we do not have.’81 

 

In Baptist churches, the church meeting is usually regarded as the space where congregations 

seek to discern the mind of Christ corporately. In this research, a leader wondered how 

church governance and leadership could occur when so many people struggled to engage in 

reading the Bible. In this congregation, the leadership had become directive. The result was a 

leadership who dominated missional reflection and faced criticism for their approach. In most 

churches, including this congregation, there were individuals who were engaging in reflection 

with regards to missional practice; often this was provoked by a significant change or crisis. 

People in one congregation were worried about losing their young people to a nearby 

Pentecostal church. The process of missional reflection had sought to consider what was best 

for the young people as well as for the corporate mission of the church. An appreciation of 

their resource limitations had led this congregation to embrace working with the other church 

in order to best serve mission among their young people. 

 

 
78 Church 19, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
79 Church 19, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
80 Michael Frost, Exiles: Living Missionally in a Post-Christian Culture (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 

2006), p.7. 
81 Church 18, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 3 December 2019. 
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Much of the current published literature gives the impression that church leaders are being 

encouraged to follow particular models of missional practice. This often involves an 

encouragement for leaders to build a, ‘well maintained congregation into vital missionary 

outreach.’82 For leaders, statements along these lines can be a source of both inspiration and 

despair. Leaders of smaller congregation’s struggle to maintain the, ‘institution while 

enacting its mission.’83 Small congregations may struggle to deal with a range of legislation 

and policies that can appear burdensome and difficult for volunteers to handle appropriately. 

This legislative burden shows no sign of reducing; in terms of Safeguarding and Charity Law 

the issues seem set only to increase. A church leader reflected that the agenda of the church 

had become much more ‘about maintenance and keeping things going.’84  

 

Leadership succession issues, and an apparently constant shortage of volunteers, raise 

questions about the place of discipleship in the life of small churches. Yet it should be part of 

the missional practice of congregations to also reflect on discipleship. A recent report 

commissioned by the Evangelical Alliance surveyed 1,242 people about their views on 

mission. The responses in the section about how people came to faith, impacts views on 

missional practice within congregations.  A figure as low as 6 percent of respondents, 

reported coming to faith through a formal programme such as Alpha, Christianity Explored or 

other discovery style groups. In another question, seeing God at work in other people’s lives 

accounted for 23 percent of respondents coming to faith while 37 percent made a decision in 

response to a specific church event. However, around 40 percent reported the influence of 

their Christian friends who shared their faith. For another question in the survey, 54 percent 

of respondents reported coming to faith as the result of growing up in a Christian family. 85  

 

For the leadership of smaller congregations such results encourage the emphasis placed on 

the building and nurturing of relationships. Yet they also challenge the allocation of time, 

volunteers, and finance to formal programmes of mission. According to the report, 43 percent 

 
82 Craig Nessan, Beyond Maintenance to Mission: A Theology of the Congregation (Minneapolis: Fortress Press: 

2010), p. xiii. 
83 Helen Cameron, ‘Are Congregations Associations? The Contribution of Organizational Studies to 

Congregational Studies’, in Congregational Studies in the UK. Christianity in a Post-Christian Context, ed. by 

Matthew Guest, Karin Trusting and Linda Woodhead (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing, 2004), 139-151 (p.139). 
84 Church 3, interviewed by Keith Wilson, 21 October 2016. 
85 Evangelical Alliance, ‘21st Century Evangelicals. A Snapshot of the Beliefs and Habits of Evangelical 

Christians in the UK. The first report on ground- breaking research by the Evangelical Alliance and Christian 

Research’, Evangelical Alliance (2011) 1-24 (p.4) 

<https://www.ea.uk.org/church/resources/snapshot/upload/21st-century-Evanglicals.pdf >[accessed 20 January 

2019] 

https://www.ea.uk.org/church/resources/snapshot/upload/21st-century-Evanglicals.pdf
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of responding Christians reported that they did not encounter many non-Christians. In 

addition, 42 percent of those who identify as a Christian stated that they did not feel well 

equipped or trained to share their faith.86 The equipping and enabling of ordinary church 

members appears to be a significant role for leaders to proactively develop. This will impact 

missional practice. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Missional practice within small, suburban congregations has the potential to offer a 

struggling, but resilient, alternative to the cultural narratives prevalent in suburbia. To do so 

congregations require theological resources that will challenge and empower missional 

practice. The congregational life of smaller churches offers a theological resource that can 

impact missional practice. For this to occur positively, there requires to be more integration 

between missional practice and congregational life. There is a risk that missional practice can 

appear distinct and separate from the other activities run by churches and the lives of their 

congregations. Developing communities where the mission of God is a core value offers 

suburbia a unique counterculture. Congregations need to revive, or even discover, their 

position as an alternative community by posing a prophetic challenge and witness. This will 

not be easy or straightforward. The Biblical authors noted that missional practice will often 

encounter opposition and even persecution.87 The continuation of small congregations is a 

testimony to the enduring power of the Gospel and the ability of God to use the small, the 

weak and the despised.88 In order to empower missional practice within smaller 

congregations leadership is required. 

 

The community of the church, regardless of size, is ‘one of the primary contexts in which 

God’s people learn a new framework for life.’89 Missional practice offers the opportunity to 

explore new ways of being the people of God in a suburban context. This new framework 

must be based on mission and regular reflection upon missional practice. In discerning 

 
86Evangelical Alliance, ‘21st Century Evangelicals. A Snapshot of the Beliefs and Habits of Evangelical 

Christians in the UK. The first report on ground- breaking research by the Evangelical Alliance and Christian 

Research’, Evangelical Alliance (2011) 1-24 (p.15) 

<https://www.ea.uk.org/church/resources/snapshot/upload/21st-century-Evanglicals.pdf >[accessed 20 January 

2019] 
87 See, for example, John 6: 60-71, Luke 24: 36-49 and Luke 14: 25-35 
88 See, for example, 1 Cor. 1: 27-28. 
89 Neil Hudson, Imagine Church, p.53. 

https://www.ea.uk.org/church/resources/snapshot/upload/21st-century-Evanglicals.pdf
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missional practice, leaders are seeking to build congregations that will enable everyone to, 

‘grow in maturity and mission.’90 This link between discipleship and mission hints at smaller 

congregations becoming communities where missional practice is empowered by a 

continuous theological reflection and engagement. 

 
90 Hudson, Imagine Church, p.18. 
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Conclusion: 

 

Introduction 

 

It has been observed that small congregations are tenacious and tough; they do not give up 

even when faced with significant problems.1 However, the practice of mission in British 

suburbia presents smaller churches with complex challenges. Hiebert argues that the central 

question of missiology is ‘how can the gospel of Jesus Christ be incarnated in human 

contexts so that people understand and believe, societies are transformed, and the Kingdom 

of God is made manifest on earth as it is in heaven?’2 This research has considered key 

theological resources which could empower missional practice within small, suburban 

congregations. It has been argued that the wider Church, and academic missiology, have 

frequently overlooked the important missional practice within such congregations.  

 

Suburbia, and its smaller churches, have been prematurely dismissed as monochrome and too 

familiar to justify a sustained missional reflection. British suburbs and their smaller 

congregations are in many respects ordinary.  Yet there remains the potential for bold and 

creative missional practice. Huq notes that suburbia has variously been represented as 

‘conformist, bland and mediocre or as place for experimental living or as a location that 

harbours hidden secrets.’3 

 

Using the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’, as developed by Green, this research sought to 

investigate some of the experiences and reflective processes which contribute to missional 

practice within smaller congregations located in suburbia. This missiological reflection began 

with the assumption that all Christians, regardless of the size of church they attend, should be 

engaged in spreading the good news of their faith.4 As a result, the ordinary, missional 

experiences of smaller congregations provided the starting point for this reflection. It became 

clear that suburban congregations required to engage with theological resources to aid their 

present, and future, missional practice. 

 

 
1Dudley, Making the Small Church Effective, p.21. 
2 Hiebert, The Gospel in Human Contexts, p.33. 
3 Huq, Making Sense of Suburbia, p.154 
4 Robert Wuthnow, Boundless Faith. The Global Outreach of American Churches (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2009), p.ix. 
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A theological, reflective cycle was used in this research to consider missional practice within 

smaller congregations in British suburbia. In this concluding section, a summary will be 

made of the theological resources that can empower missional practice within smaller 

congregations. To do so, it is necessary to return to the ‘Doing Theology Spiral.’ The Spiral 

involves a continuous cycle of action, reflection upon action and action again.’5  Reflection 

does not require a clear end point. Instead it is possible to work through a process that 

involves continual interrogation and struggling.  Therefore, areas in this research that require 

further reflection will be highlighted. This section will begin by considering missiological 

resources that could assist the experience phase of the reflective cycle. 

 

Experience 

 

This research sought to reflect upon the missional experiences of typical small, suburban 

churches. Green argued that this experience should be a starting point ‘with all its implicit 

assumptions and emotional sub-strata.’6  For this research, insights were gathered from 

leaders of smaller congregations. Leadership in a Baptist context, is broad and varied.  

Leadership, therefore, included full time professional clergy as well as lay volunteers. It 

would be desirable to gather groups of ordinary church members for the purpose of missional 

reflection. However, this would create issues in terms of defining what constitutes an 

‘ordinary’ church member, especially in the context of smaller congregations where many 

people have leadership roles. It was noted that missional reflection was at an early stage in 

most congregations. An attempt to develop lay reflective groups, initiated by an outside 

researcher, could have felt like an artificial imposition at this stage. It would be better if the 

‘Doing Theology Spiral’ led to groups being established that were both desired and owned by 

congregations. It is hoped that leaders may develop reflective groups within their 

congregations.  

 

As the experience of missional practice was explored, context emerged as a foundational 

theological resource for congregations. Contextual awareness also emerged as an important 

issue for missional practice in the literature. Hiebert notes the need for congregations to put 

the ‘gospel into human contexts so that it is understood properly but does not become captive 

 
5 Moynagh and Harrold, Church for Every Context, p.163. 
6 Green, Let’s Do Theology, p.26. 
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to these contexts.’7 Christian mission in Western nations, including Britain, faces major 

challenges. Diverse, complex, and rapidly changing contexts raise fundamental questions 

about missiology and missional practice within smaller, suburban congregations. All churches 

are ‘confronted by the changes of our times, but small churches feel more exposed.’8 In the 

fieldwork section of this research, insights were gained into missional practice within several 

typical suburban congregations. The congregations were deliberately selected to reflect the 

average missional experiences of suburban congregations. In many respects these types of 

congregations are unexceptional and therefore easily overlooked as they represented an 

under-researched area of missiology. Practical issues restricted this research to a limited 

number of congregations but given the professional interest and location of the researcher, 

small, suburban Baptist churches located in southern England were selected. Whilst it is 

recognised that investigating a wider range of geographical regions would have value, 

nevertheless, the history, context and experiences of the selected congregations displayed 

interest through local variation. 

 

To develop the insights gained in this research, it would be of interest to explore missional 

practice within smaller congregations in other denominations. It should be noted however, 

that in this research, denomination was not a significant factor in how leaders viewed 

missional practice within their congregations. Although the congregations, and their contexts, 

varied, the primary emphasis of their missional practice remained consistent. These small, 

suburban congregations sought to express an understanding of God’s mission in their local 

context. The experiences of these congregations, with regards to their missional practice, 

highlight some theological resources which formed the foundations for further reflection. 

 

Reflection 

 

The reflection stage of the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’ sought to consider themes which emerged 

from the missional practice of congregations. In this research several theological resources 

emerged which were already available to congregations but were often undervalued or 

overlooked. 

 

 
7 Hiebert, The Gospel in Human Contexts, p.13. 
8 Robin Trebilcock, The Small Church at Large. Thinking Local in a Global Context (Nashville: Abingdon 

Press, 2003), p.29. 
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As has been noted, context is a key resource for missional practice. Local churches that view 

mission as the essence of what they are about will change in response ‘to their context, the 

surrounding culture and dialogue with the Bible and tradition.’9A range of meanings are 

attached to the word ‘mission’ which reflects the varied congregational expressions of their 

missional practice. A popular, operant missiology reflected a desire that any congregational 

missional role ought to be practical and relevant to communities. The response to context 

was, in the case of the majority of congregations, one of activism. As Bebbington and others 

have noted, Evangelical churches express a participatory, activist faith.  It is not surprising 

that small, Baptist congregations focus their missional practice on a range of activities. The 

desire to run an increasing range of programmes and events appeared to be rarely questioned. 

Activism placed pressure on resources, such as volunteers and finance, which did lead to 

some reflection on this aspect of missional practice. 

 

Where activity was viewed as a theological resource, a more proactive form of reflection on 

missional practice occurred. This required leadership to model and encourage congregational 

reflection on missional practice. It was also observed that social action and responses to 

suburban poverty represented other forms of activity.  

 

This desire to meet local needs, as part of missional practice, is commendable. Activity 

provides congregations with another theological resource. A picture emerged of local 

congregations trying to fulfil their missional role through a range of activities. There was a 

passion both for the Gospel message and the suburban context. This inspired volunteers to 

give time, finance, and other resources in an attempt to live out the missional practice of their 

congregation. The experience section demonstrated the wide range of activities smaller 

congregations were attempting to undertake. It appeared to be the case that much of their 

practice suffered from a lack of strategic planning, oversight, and reflection. Congregations 

were trying to respond to perceived needs, rather than directing carefully thought through 

missional practice. 

 

Reflection on attitudes towards social action and the suburban poor offers a potential 

theological resource. Evidence suggested that social action was primarily concerned with the 

church serving people who experienced need. It is recognised that missional engagement with 

 
9 Cameron, Resourcing Mission, p.1. 
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different groups of people who feel marginalised by wider society has tremendous value. Yet, 

this is a challenge for suburban congregations, who may feel isolated from inner city areas 

where human needs are often more visible. Missiological reflection has the potential to 

encourage congregations to change their practice in order to work alongside groups in 

suburbia who may also feel overlooked. Despite barriers and a multitude of limitations it was 

noticeable that congregations still had a belief that their missional practice could make a 

difference in terms of the Kingdom of God. 

 

Social action and suburban poverty are theological resources, as well as lived realities, which 

confront missional practice. Such needs require a form of missional practice where the 

mission of God and the needs of a community become much more integrated into the life of 

the congregation. Reflection on current and potential new activities was usually restricted to a 

few church members. Leadership is required if missional practice is to go further than merely 

running activities. Church meetings and other congregational gatherings offer the opportunity 

to engage more people in reflection upon missional practice. 

 

Ecclesiology also emerged as a theological resource.  Niemandt argues that ‘the church does 

what it is and then organises what it does.’10 The ways in which congregations view 

themselves impacts missional practice. Strong, established relationships were frequently 

present and created a strong sense of belonging. Churches described themselves using 

familial, rather than institutional, terminology. A strong sense of belonging can create barriers 

to mission. However, it needs to be recognised as having an impact on missional practice.  

 

The reflective stage highlighted a range of theological resources that were, to varying 

degrees, already available for congregations to access. There were also broader theological 

themes that could offer empowerment to missional practice within smaller, suburban 

congregations. 

 

Exploration 

 

Missional practice within smaller, suburban congregations could be empowered by an 

engagement with some key theological resources. An emphasis on the mission of God, or 

 
10 Cornelius J. P. Niemandt, ‘Trends in Missional Ecclesiology’, HTS Teologise Studies / Theological Studies, 68 

(2012), 1-9 (p.3). 
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missio Dei, could help smaller congregations move away from viewing the Church as the 

focus of mission. This refocusing of mission is a reminder that amidst local concerns, 

commitments and struggles it is necessary to ask; ‘What does this have to do with the coming 

of the Kingdom of God?’11 As Green notes, one of the tasks of missional practice is to ‘search 

out and pinpoint those signs of the reign of God.’12 

 

There is a sense in which smaller, suburban churches experience marginalisation. 

Marginalisation can be a theological resource for these congregations. As the missional 

experiences were explored, it became apparent that there are significant restrictions which 

currently prevent congregations from fully realising their missional practice. Factors such as 

the numerical, financial, and age-related limitations of congregations were repeatedly 

mentioned by church leaders. Such issues do need to be considered as a congregation 

develops its missional practice.  

 

Congregations appeared to have accepted wider narratives which focused on the decline and 

irrelevance of smaller congregations. This resulted in an embattled mindset. Marginalisation 

recognises the daily realities that smaller congregations face. It is inaccurate to describe such 

churches only in terms of being the victims of social, economic, political, and religious 

systems. However, there is often little support available to smaller congregations. Currently 

the structures, expectations and support structures offered by many denominations and church 

groupings do little to specifically support the missional practice of small, suburban 

congregations. Within the Baptist Union of Great Britain, the proposed establishment of a 

‘Small Church Connexion Group’ is a starting point.13 Previously, the focus of such networks 

has been smaller congregations in rural and inner-city contexts. However, there is a risk that 

this new grouping may lead to smaller congregations feeling further excluded or pushed to 

the margins.  

 

It is the belief of this research that small, suburban congregations can have a positive 

missional role within established ecclesiastical systems. The persistence and determined 

survival of smaller congregations, often in the face of forces opposed to their missional 

 
11 Leech, Through our Long Exile, p222. 
12 Green, Let’s Do Theology, p.143. 
13 Following the development of a Small Churches Connexion group within the London Baptist Association it 

has been proposed to develop a National Small churches Connexion group ‘Resourcing small Baptist Churches’, 

Baptist Times, 29 September 2018 <www.baptist.org.uk/Articles/530781/Resourcing_Small_Baptist_aspx> 

[accessed 7 February 2019]. 
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practice, offers a model for the wider church. A separate network for smaller congregations 

may have missional value and might be productive in exploring the development of 

relationships between small, medium, and larger congregations. These relationships could be 

forged at a local level as well as regionally and nationally, according to their contextualised 

role within the Kingdom of God, as well as their size.  

 

Embracing marginalisation as a theological resource also has the potential to empower, rather 

than disempower, missional practice. There is something in the Christian life and message 

that deeply challenges the status quo. 14Marginalisation is also linked to incarnational 

mission. Smaller, suburban congregations need to be committed to a form of incarnational 

missional practice which goes to where people are and does not wait for people to come to 

church.15 Incarnational mission views the teachings of Jesus as a model for missional 

practice. This involves challenging prevailing cultural assumptions. As Kilpin notes, there is 

a need to ‘resist the safety-obsessed, risk-averse host culture and instead cultivate an 

environment that endorses trial and error, learning and reflection.’16 

 

Incarnational mission, as a theological resource, also impacts ecclesiology. The missional 

practice of smaller congregations needs to be aware of the character and nature of the 

institution to which people belong. A strong sense of belonging and the use of familial terms 

are important to church members. An awareness of the nature of smaller churches raises 

questions about the purpose of such congregations as well as their missional practice. 

 

It is recognised that other theological resources, such as the Trinity, Salvation, and 

eschatology, are available to smaller congregations. The resources selected in this research 

appeared to be the most appropriate for aiding the emergence of a contextually appropriate 

Gospel message for suburbia. Such missional practice will, as the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’ 

indicates, require a process of continuous reflection upon mission. 

 

 

 

 
14 Stephen B. Bevans, ‘A Theology of Mission for the Church of the Twenty-First Century. Mission as Prophetic 

Dialogue’, in Contextual Theology for the Twenty-First Century, ed. by Stephen B. Bevans and Katalina 

Tahaafe-Williams (Eugene: Pickwick Publications, 2011), 99-108 (p.105). 
15 Darren Cronshaw, ‘Emerging Missional Churches in Australia’, in The Gospel after Christendom: New 

Voices, New Cultures, New Expressions (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 32-43 (p.40). 
16 Kilpin, Urban to the Core, p.103. 
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The Cycle Continues 

 

This research began with an awareness that missional practice within smaller, suburban 

congregations has often been overlooked. It was believed that a cyclical, reflective approach 

could help focus attention on the missional practice of these congregations. At the same time, 

it was recognised that theological resources are required to be affirmed and developed. The 

‘Doing Theology Spiral’ promotes an ongoing process of theological reflection. 

Transformation of social reality, as well as missional practice, should be the ultimate aim of 

the process. 17This means that any research, including this research, forms part of an ongoing 

cycle. 

 

This research formed part of a degree aimed at supporting the ongoing development of people 

in ministry. Additionally, for the researcher, this process has encouraged an ongoing 

reflection upon their own missional practice. The researcher will return to small church 

ministry in suburbia, encouraged and challenged by the insights gained. Leaders of small, 

suburban congregations were key to the experience section of this research; they were viewed 

as both a peer group of the researcher, and as reflective practitioners who could speak on 

behalf of their congregations. In the future, it would be valuable to conduct a larger survey to 

gather information from congregational members. Using the methodological approach of the 

‘Doing Theology Spiral’, congregational members could be encouraged to reflect upon their 

missional practice in smaller groups. This would be related to the ongoing teaching and 

mission programme of the church. Such groups could expand the missional practice of a 

congregation into a communal reflective task that was ongoing. Groups would be encouraged 

to regularly provide feedback to church members and to build relationships with other 

congregations.  

 

An expansion of the number of churches, and their locations, could also add value by 

enabling a wider perspective to be gained. It would also be helpful to gather a group of 

churches who could try to adopt some of the principles outlined in this research and use them 

as a test sample. Prior to this occurring, congregations and their leaders would need to be 

supported through a process of learning to reflect on missional practice. Congregations would 

need to be encouraged that this process would present opportunities to experience a more 

 
17 Banawiatma, The Pastoral Circle as Spirituality, p.82. 
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empowered missional practice. New areas for further reflection would likely emerge if 

churches were willing to adopt some of the principles of this research. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this research, it has been observed that small, suburban congregations have a distinct 

missional practice. To develop this contextualised, incarnational, missional practice 

congregations need to engage with a range of theological resources. Leaders have emerged as 

a group who are deeply committed to their local churches and mission. Yet many appear to be 

overwhelmed by the need to maintain the institutions to which they have been called. Small 

churches need to believe in their missional practice and, ‘know that God is truly present in 

them.’18 The result is a that a considerable gap exists between missiology as a theory and the 

missional practices of congregations. In order to bridge this gap, it is proposed that greater 

reflection, aided by theological resources, should be encouraged for the whole congregation 

of a smaller, suburban church. This would, of course, require church members to see the 

value in such reflection. In addition, a cyclical process of reflection, as demonstrated by the 

‘Doing Theology Spiral’, will only be effective if leaders are intentional about valuing the 

reflective process. The alternative is an environment defined by a lack of missional vision, 

and a bias towards maintaining the present status. 

 

The creation of space to reflect upon missional practice within a congregation can enable a 

contextually appropriate cycle of reflection to develop. A cyclical process encourages 

practitioners to engage with a range of theological resources. There is a temptation for 

smaller congregations to restrict themselves to theological resources that have either worked 

elsewhere or appear familiar. On its own, the desire to reflect upon missional practice within 

a congregation will not resolve the sense of crisis many experience with regard to the state of 

Christian mission. Yet it highlights that smaller congregations are not powerless. Changes, 

even small changes, can make a difference. The implementation of change permits the 

cyclical process to continue.  

 

Suburbia is a tough and demanding context but one in which smaller congregations can have 

a distinct and valuable missional practice. To overlook such congregations or incorporate 

 
18 Anthony Pappas and Scott Planting, Mission. The Small Church Reaches Out (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 

1993), p9. 
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them into a dismissal of all things suburban, has been shown to be inadequate and unhealthy. 

Leaders of small, suburban congregations need to encourage every church member to have 

ownership of missional practice. The mission of God in British suburbia requires that smaller 

congregations be empowered to express their own, unique missional practice.  
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Appendix 1: Online Survey 

Initial Results and Comments 

Lead Researcher: Keith Wilson 

 

Introduction: 

 

For the purposes of this reflection it was decided that a qualitative approach to the fieldwork 

research would be taken. This research sought to collect information that reflected the stories 

and perceptions that are so important to a small, church community. This fieldwork was 

undertaken in two stages. The first stage involved a general online survey with the second 

stage being a more in-depth interview conducted face to face with church leaders. 

 

Aims of the Survey: 

 

The survey aimed to gain an insight into the missional practice of a number of typical small, 

suburban congregations. Mission is a central concern of this research. This survey therefore 

sought to identify ways in which leaders’ thoughts about, and responded to, the term 

‘mission.’ It also sought to help churches consider their missional strengths and limitations. 

This research is ultimately intended to have some practical implications. Therefore, the 

survey tried to compare and contrast the statements made about mission with the actual 

practices of the church community. This online questionnaire was intended to identify some 

churches that would be willing and appropriate to invite to the second part of the field 

research. 

 

Response Rate: 

 

One hundred requests were made by email, telephone, and post to participate in the survey. A 

link to the online survey was sent as well. The online survey had been designed by the 

researcher and was hosted by ‘Survey monkey.’ The survey was kept open for a period of 6 

weeks. Reminders to participate were sent where this was felt necessary. 41 completed 

surveys were received by the end of the survey period. 

 

 

 



131 

 

Responses: 

 

In order to select a variety of leaders for the next stage of the research the initial questions 

focused on role, age, and gender identity.  

 

Question 1: What is your role at this church? 

 

Figure 1: Role at Church

Minister Deacon Other
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Question 2: How long have you attended this church? 

 

Figure 2: Length of Attendance at this Church

More than 15 years 3 to 15 years 3 to 5 years

 
 

 

Question 3: Which gender are you? 

 

In terms of gender balance 56 percent were male and 44 percent female. No other gender 

classification was offered in this questionnaire.  

 

Question 4: Which age group applies to you? 

 

A majority of respondents,46 percent, were aged between 56 and 65 years old.  
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Question 5: How many members does your church currently have?   
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Question 6: Thinking about a typical Sunday, how many people attend your main 

worship service? 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Question 7: How many people attend your church in the following categories on a 

Sunday? 

 

Respondents were then asked about the breakdown of church attendance on a typical Sunday 

under the following headings. 

 

Infants (under 2 years of age) 

Children aged 2 to 5 years of age  

Primary School age children 

Secondary School age children 

Young adults between 18 and 30 years of age 

People who had reached retirement age (typically aged 67 years and above) 
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The age profile, especially the numbers of people who had reached retirement age, was raised 

as an issue. All of the churches had significant numbers of people who had reached retirement 

age.  

 

33 churches had primary age children attending on a Sunday. 44 percent had less than 5 

primary age children attend with 18 percent having no primary age children attend on a 

Sunday.  

 

27 churches had infants attend on a Sunday. 63 percent had less than 5 infants with 29 percent 

having no infants at all. None of the churches that responded had more than 10 infants on a 

Sunday.  

 

26 of the churches had children aged 2 to 5 years of age attending. 58 percent had less than 5 

children in this age group with 27 percent having none in this category.  

 

In terms of young adults, 28 of the churches had young adults attending on a Sunday. 54 

percent had less than 5 young adults with 29 percent having no young adults on a Sunday. 

Only one church had more than 11 young adults regularly attending. 

 

Question 8: How many people attend your church in the following categories for an 

activity during the week? 

 

The next section considered how many people in the same age categories attending the 

church for an activity during the week. In terms of missional potential this is a group of 

people who have contact with the church and who may be open to other opportunities.  

 

The largest category was contact with people who had reached retirement age. 39 of the 

churches had some contact with this group. 32 percent had contact with more than 25 

retirement age people in a typical week. 27 percent had contact with between 16 and 25 

people in this category. Only 5 percent of the churches had no contact with this age grouping.   

 

Contact with secondary age children occurred for 26 of the churches. 5 percent had contact 

with more than 25 secondary age children. 22 percent had contact with 6 to 10 secondary age 
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children and a further 22 percent had contact with 11 to 20. 27 percent of the churches who 

responded had no contact with secondary age children.  

 

25 churches had contact with infants. 29 percent had contact with less than 10 infants. 7 

percent had contact with more than 25. 29 percent of churches had no contact with infants 

during the week.  

 

23 churches had contact with children aged 2 to 5 years old. 22 percent had contact with less 

than 10 whist 12 percent had contact with more than 25. 32 percent had no contact with 

children in this age group.  

 

23 churches had contact with young adults. 41 percent had contact with less than 5 young 

adults. 39 percent had no contact with young adults during the week 

 

From the churches who took part it would appear that the largest age group attending church 

and in contact with the church during the week are those in the retirement age category. 

However, this should not obscure the fact that many of the churches who took part in this 

survey also had some contact with people under 18 years of age. It was necessary to break 

this category into different subsections because of the quite different needs and stages of 

development children go through. The numbers are small in each category. 

 

Question 9: Please indicate which of these words you would use to describe the 

community that lives around your church? 

 

 Respondents could choose from a selection of words and phrases to describe their local area. 

With contextualisation being a key issue in contemporary missiology it was considered 

important to examine how churches viewed their own community. 

 

The following responses were received in response to the question: Please indicate which of 

these words you would use to describe the community that lives around your church: 

 

People Commute to work elsewhere - 49% 

People feel safe - 41% 

Crime is low - 39% 



137 

 

Majority own their home - 36% 

Many social problems - 36% 

Lack of public facilities - 36% 

Good sense of community - 36% 

Good schools - 36% 

Mainly young families - 29% 

Drug abuse is an issue - 27% 

Mostly retired people - 27% 

 

These words and phrases were chosen to help identify the type of area churches believed they 

were located in. Suburban areas would typically be described as places where people 

commute to work elsewhere, people feel safe and crime is low. However not all suburban 

areas could be defined this way. Some suburban locations were originally built by councils 

and have got a reasonably successful mix of private owner occupier housing and social rented 

housing. Other locations were council built and remain socially deprived in comparison to the 

surrounding area. A range of negative and positive words and phrases could be used to 

describe the same area. This is a reminder that suburban areas are varied, and that the 

perception people have of their local context can be subjective and open to interpretation. 

 

Question 10: What do you understand by the word ‘mission’? 

 

There appeared to be a range of meanings attached to the word ‘mission.’ As a result, it was 

decided to identify key phrases or intentions in the response.  
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Question 11: Please indicate some of the ways that your church is currently involved in 

mission 

 

Respondents could select from a list of activities that the researcher had drawn up. There was 

space for respondents to add other activities. 

 

Supporting people or organisations working overseas - 90% 

Prayer for people working overseas - 85% 

Running projects in the local community - 63% 

Involvement with local schools - 61% 

Groups aimed at the elderly - 61% 

Midweek groups for toddlers and parents - 56% 

Midweek groups for children - 56% 

A course designed to help people understand Christianity - 41% 

(Specifically mentioned Alpha - 17%) 
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Question 12: Does your church have a ‘mission statement’? If so, please try to 

summarise at this point 

 

Yes - 29 churches 

No - 4 churches 

Did not state: 7 churches 

 

For the 71% of churches that had a mission statement the actual content of the statement 

varied greatly. It was necessary to look for key themes. 
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Question 13: Thinking about mission, can you list some of the strengths you feel that 

your church has? 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Question 14: What are some of the limitations faced by your church when it comes to 

the issue of mission? 

 

Respondents could choose their own words and the responses were categorised as follows: 
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Question 15: What are some of the key things being emphasised in the teaching you 

receive at your church at the moment? For example, is there a theme to Sunday 

sermons? 

 

In this question it was hoped to discover the place ‘mission’ had in a key area of church life - 

the Sunday teaching. Again, the responses varied significantly but some common themes 

emerged. 

These were: 

 

Mission - 27% 

Discipleship - 17% 

Practical Application - 15% 

Faith - 7% 

Gifts - 7% 

Holy Spirit - 7% 

Other - 20% 

 

Question 16: Have you recently received any teaching on mission through either the Sunday 

service or small groups? If YES, can you please provide some details about the teaching. 
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Yes - 61% 

No - 27% 

Skipped question - 12% 

 

Details given included 12% who had used either the ‘Imagine’ on ‘Life on the Frontline’ 

materials from London Institute of Contemporary Christianity. 10% had received visits from 

BMS World Mission representatives. 

 

Question 17: Have you had any training with regards to mission? If YES, please provide 

some details about the training and when it took place. 

 

Yes - 61% 

No - 19% 

Not Really - 5% 

Skipped the question - 12% 

Self-taught - 2% 

 

Details given included: 

 

College Training - 34% 

Courses - 27% 

 

The training received by small church leaders had primarily been during their broader 

theological training for pastoral ministry. As a result, the gap between ‘college training’ and 

current status widened the longer leaders had been in ministry. 

 

Question 18: Can you highlight one thing you would really want people to know about 

your church and its mission? 

 

Compassion / love - 32% 

Mission - 27% 

Community - 19% 

Welcome - 19% 
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Church - 17% 

 

Question 19: Thank you for taking the time to complete this questionnaire. I would be 

delighted if you would be willing to take part in one further interview. This will be 

arranged at a date and location that is convenient for you and will last for a maximum 

of 90 minutes. If you would be interested in taking part, please leave your contact details 

below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



144 

 

Appendix 2: Semi-Structured Interview (1) – Used with Churches 1 to 10. 

Lead Researcher: Keith Wilson 

 

 Introduction: 

 

This will be an opportunity to welcome the interviewee and to remind them of the 

background to this research. A verbal outline will be given stating the aims of this interview 

and the reasons as to why they have been selected to take part. This will be a reminder of the 

formal information they have received prior to interview. It will be explained to the 

interviewee that they are welcome to not answer any questions, to take a break or withdraw at 

any point. A reminder about the confidentiality and use of the data will also be given. The 

outline shows the maximum number of questions based on an interviewee who is responding 

with short sentences. It is hoped conversation will flow more naturally allowing the number 

of prompts and questions to be reduced. 

 

Section 1: You and your Church 

 

This section is designed to put the interviewee at ease and to help start the flow of 

conversation and data gathering. The initial questions will be easy to answer and help gain an 

understanding of how they, as an individual, view themselves and the small church they are 

involved with. These questions aim to identify how long the interviewee has been a Christian 

and has been an active church member. It is also an opportunity to try and identify their 

understandings of key terms used in the research. 

 

Main Question: 

Can you tell me a little bit about yourself? 

 

Aim: This is designed to help start conversation and to create a relaxed atmosphere. 

Understandings of the term ‘mission’ are thought to impact the experience and practice of the 

missiological role of a congregation. 

 

Follow Up Questions: 

What is your role at this church? 

How long have you been part of this congregation? 
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When did you become a Christian? 

 

 

Main Question: 

 

What do you understand by this word ‘mission’? 

 

Aim: This is to explore how the interviewee views one of the key research terms 

 

Follow Up Questions: 

How is your church involved in ‘mission’? 

In what ways are you engaged in ‘mission’? 

 

Main Question: 

How would you describe your church to someone who has never visited before? 

 

Aim: This question aims to explore the self-perception and esteem the interviewee has about 

their church community. The interviewer will be looking to see what emotions the 

interviewee expresses towards their church. It is thought that the perceptions and views held 

by a congregation impact the missiological role of a church. 

 

Follow Up Questions: 

What good things would you want people to know? 

Are there any things you would want to ‘warn’ people about? 

 

Main Question: 

Why have you chosen to attend this church? 

 

Aim: This is linked to the attitudes and views of the interviewee towards their church. At this 

stage, the question seeks to determine if it is the missional practice of a congregation or a 

different factor that has drawn the interviewee to commit to this church community. 

 

Follow Up Questions: 

Do you live near this church? 
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What appeals to you about this church in particular? 

Have you family members who are part of this church? 

 

Main Question: 

Can you describe your local community to me? 

 

Aim: To explore the views of the interviewee towards their local community. It is hoped that 

connections and experiences linked to the missiological role of the congregation will be 

observed. 

 

Follow Up Questions: 

Is this a prosperous suburb? 

Where do people work? 

Is it an area with lots of families or retired people? 

 

 

Section 2: Your Church and Mission 

 

This part of the interview will explore the relationship between a small suburban church and 

mission. It is seeking to gain an impression of the relationship between mission and the wider 

life of the congregation. 

 

Main Question: 

 

In your view what opportunities does your church have to engage in mission? 

 

 

Main Question: 

 

Where do you think mission takes place? 

 

Aim: This introduces a theme that will be explored again later in the interview. It will be of 

interest to see if this view changes as the interview progresses. 
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Main Question: 

 

What would you say are the priorities now for your church? 

 

Aim: To consider where mission lies within the expressed desire and hopes of this faith 

community. 

 

Follow Up Questions: 

When did you last receive some teaching or training around the issue of mission? 

What do you think is the mission of your church? 

Do you feel well equipped to be part of the mission of your church? 

 

Main Question: 

Does your church have a mission statement? 

 

Aim: To explore the place of mission within the espoused and then operant life of this 

congregation. A mission statement was thought to be a method congregations used to express 

their missional practice. 

 

Follow Up Questions: 

Is the presence of a mission statement helpful?  

What factors do you think strengthen mission at your church? 

Can you think of some things that constrain or limit mission at your church? 

 

 

Section 3: The Impact of Mission 

 

This section seeks to explore the impact of this word ‘mission’ on a small, suburban church. 

 

Main Question: 

When was the last time your church had a baptismal service? 
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Aim: The number of people baptised has historically been used to judge the missional 

effectiveness of a Baptist church community. This question will be adapted for churches that 

do not baptise adults or have not done so recently (within last 5 years). 

 

Follow Up Questions: 

How regularly do people become Christians or make some sort of commitment to follow 

Jesus at your church? 

 

Main Question: 

Does your church run formal events such as ‘Alpha courses’? 

 

Aim: To explore the formal range of mission activities and courses on offer at this church. To 

consider how a congregation prefers to express its mission. 

 

Follow Up Questions: 

Are you able to provide more details? 

Are there informal ways mission takes place in your church? 

Is there a preference towards formal events over informal mission activities? 

 

Main Question: 

What support have your received or taken from agencies or groups from outside your church 

community? An example might be Home Mission from the Baptist community. 

 

Aim: This question is designed to help explore the place of a small church within the wider 

faith community. Such interactions may indicate marginalisation and express feelings of 

somehow being ‘overlooked’. 

 

Follow Up Questions: 

Can you provide more details? 

How do you feel the wider Christian community regards churches such as yours? 

What support might be helpful to your church with regards to its mission? 

 

Main Question: 

When was this church established? 
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Aim: 

To consider the historical growth or otherwise of this church over the period of its history that 

can be recalled by those being interviewed. This links into the confidence people have in the 

future of their church and its missiological role. 

 

Follow on Questions: 

How has the membership of your church changed over time? 

 

Section 4: Your church and Your Community 

 

This final section will consider the relationship between a small congregation and its 

community. 

 

Main Question: 

How many of your church members and attendees live locally - with 2 miles - of the church 

building? 

 

Aim: This is to explore just how ‘local’ this local church is. It is thought that there will be 

differences in terms of mission between churches with many ‘commuters’ and those where 

members tend to live locally. Links to the local context will be explored. 

  

Follow on Questions: 

Describe your local community 

What are the links between your church and your local community? 

Has this changed in recent years? 

 

Main Question: 

Does your church regard its local community as a place where mission takes place? 

 

Aim: To reflect upon the view of mission as something that can occur within a local context. 

It is my suspicion that some churches may regard ‘mission’ as an activity that does not occur 

locally. 
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Follow Up Question: 

How is this view expressed in practice? 

 

Section 5: Final Thoughts 

 

This is designed to end the interview on a positive note by encouraging the interviewee to 

converse about a positive, mission experience. There will also be time given to allow the 

interviewee to add anything that they feel might be helpful to the research at this stage. 

 

Main Question: 

Is there anything else you would like me to know about the relationship between mission and 

your congregation? 

 

Follow on Question: 

Can you tell me about something that has encouraged your church in its mission recently? 

 

Conclusion: 

 

The interviewee will be thanked for their time and reminded of what will happen to the data. 
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Appendix 3: Semi-Structured Interview (2) – Used with Churches 11 to 20. 

 

Lead Researcher: Keith Wilson 

 

Introduction: 

 

Thank you for agreeing to take part. This interview will be recorded. At any point you may 

conclude this interview. Prior to this interview commencing you have received a copy of the 

Participant Information Sheet and signed a consent form.  

 

This research aims to reflect upon the missional practice of small, suburban congregations. In 

order to do so I will ask you to reflect upon some themes and areas that have emerged in my 

research so far.  

 

Section A: General 

 

A1: How would you define the word ‘mission’? 

 

A2: What would you say is the ‘mission’ of your congregation? 

 

A3: Missiology could be defined as ‘thinking or reflecting upon mission.’ What are some of 

the ways in which your congregation seeks to think or reflect upon its mission? 

 

A4: In terms of ‘thinking or reflecting upon mission’ what would you say are some of the 

strengths of your church? 

 

Section B: Belonging 

 

In my research people and a sense of belonging have emerged as having a role in how people 

think and reflect upon mission. 

 

B1: Can you describe some of the ways relationships between people are developed and 

valued in your church? 
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B2: When your church thinks and reflects upon mission, how is being part of a community 

included in your thoughts? 

 

B3: In what ways is a sense of ‘belonging’ expressed in your congregation? 

 

 

Section C: Activism 

 

C1: List some of the activities run by your church that have a focus on mission 

 

C2: How do you evaluate if what you are doing is fruitful? 

 

C3: In what ways is this sense of activism managed and reflected upon by your congregation? 

 

Section D: Social Action 

 

D1: Can you describe the relationship between mission and social action as expressed in this 

congregation? 

 

D2: What are some of the ways a desire for social justice might impact reflection upon 

mission in your church? 

 

Section E: Marginalised 

 

E1: Can you suggest some of the ways the wider culture may impact your thinking about 

mission? 

 

E2: In your context, what do you think it means to be marginalised? 

 

E3: In terms of thinking and reflecting upon mission, how does your church relate to the 

wider Christian community? 
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Section F: Other Areas to Consider: 
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