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FRESH EXPRESSIONS:  
CHURCH PLANTS IN ENGLAND,  
YESTERDAY AND TODAY 
  

Fresh Expressions is a major church planting movement that began in the Church of England in the late 
1980s. In such a secular culture, Christianity seemed increasingly marginal to everyday life, and traditional 
Anglican ways of Church were called into question. Now many challenges have been met, with 90% of 
Anglican church plants succeeding in the U.K. We have some important lessons to learn on our side of the 
pond! Case studies from the history of the English Church will illustrate that a mission-shaped church is 
focused on God as Father, Son, and Spirit and is incarnational, transformational, disciple-making, and 
relational. This workshop will illustrate how these values persist in history and in a dazzling variety of new 
patterns of Christian community and witness. 

 
 
Introduction: Five Values of the Missionary Church 
 
In a recent call for church-planting in the Church of England known as The Mission-Shaped Church 
(2004), five values for missionary churches are set forth1

• a missionary church is focused on God the Trinity:   

: 
 

o it worships and serves a “missionary God” and it participates in the divine mission of the 
Son in the power of the Holy Spirit 

• a missionary church is incarnational:   
o it shapes itself in relation to culture, stripping away whatever is not required by the 

gospel 
• a missionary church is transformational through the power of the Gospel and the Holy Spirit:  

o it is not self-serving, self-seeking or self-focused, but, rather, Kingdom-of-God focused 
o it is a “servant and sign of God’s kingdom in its community” 

• a missionary church makes disciples:   
o called to faith in Christ  
o to a consistent Christian lifestyle 
o to both challenge and engage the surrounding culture 
o based on the world view and values of the Gospel 
o encourage the gifting and training of new disciples and leaders in the Church 

• a missionary church is relational:   
o it is characterized by welcome and hospitality 
o it is open to the stranger 
o and it joins with others in growing toward greater unity in Christ 

 
The Gospel of Jesus Christ always puts these values to work as it moves into new mission contexts.  They 
are enduring values and, as such, are signs of faithful continuity in the midst of all the complex dynamics 
we associate with the indigenous mission of the Church.  At least that is the wisdom of the Fresh 
Expressions movement in the Church of England.   
 
 
 

                                                      
1 The Mission-shaped Church working Group, The Mission-Shaped Church : Church Planting and Fresh 
Expressions of Church in a Changing Context (London: Church Publishing, 2004, 81-83. 



Phil Harrold, Ph.D. (pharrold@tsm.edu), Associate Professor of Church History, Trinity School for Ministry, Ambridge, PA 
New Wineskins for Global Mission, April 8–11, 2010, Ridgecrest Conference Center, North Carolina 

[please do not cite without permission of the author] 
 

2 
 

Fresh Expressions in the Church of England Today 
 
The label ‘fresh expressions’ derives from the Preface to the Declaration of the Assent in the Church of 
England:  
 

The Church of England is part of the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church worshipping the 
one true God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It professes the faith uniquely revealed in the Holy 
Scriptures and set forth in the catholic creeds, which faith the Church is called upon to proclaim 
afresh in each generation.2

 
Proclaiming the faith “afresh” in today’s generation, and reaching “people where they are” has prompted 
quite a lot of theological reflection on the mission identity of the Church.  The contributors to Mission-
Shaped Church drew not only from historical Anglican formularies, but also from reports reflecting 
global mission perspectives produced by the Anglican Consultative Council and the 1998 Lambeth 
Conference.    
 

 

I first learned about Fresh Expressions a few years ago while guest lecturing at St. John’s College—
Nottingham, one of several major hubs of the movement in the Church of England.  There I met seminary 
students who were preparing for church-planting assignments; and also Michael Moynagh, who is the 
Director of the Centre for Futures Studies (also at St. John's), and a key instigator in the “Sharetheguide” 
website for Fresh Expressions (http://www.sharetheguide.org/guide).  He acquainted me with the Fresh 
Expressions movement, and invited me to sit-in on some of his seminars.  It was very interesting to hear 
about the challenges facing the Church in Great Britain today—especially the secularism that has grabbed 
hold of this society much as it has on the European Continent.  But Michael also noted other related 
factors that have contributed to the marginalization of the Church—smaller household sizes that are 
harder to reach, less “free time” yet more outlets for recreation on Sunday and TV viewing (3 hrs. a day), 
and, especially,  more mobility. 
 
Great Britain is at once a more fragmented and networked society, so new forms of communication and, 
indeed, belonging have emerged.  The Internet and a dazzling variety of new forms of social interaction 
now compete with family ties, neighborhood associations, and other forms of community that were 
previously based on locality or geography.  Ulrich Beck has observed that “To live in one place no longer 
means to live together, and living together no longer means living in the same place.”  And so the 
geographic parish church—the traditional mainstay of the Anglican Church—has suffered tremendous 
losses.  Today only ten-percent of the British population attends their local parish church with any 
regularity, and only four-percent of children attend Sunday school (down from 55% a century ago).  That 
in itself is a time-bomb waiting to happen!  More detailed studies show that as much as forty-percent of 
urban populations have had some sort of Church experience but have no desire to return, and another 
forty-percent have never had any kind of Church experience and intend to keep it that way.  Given the 
historic Anglican commitment to be the Church for the nation, these statistics are especially troubling; 
after all, “To be Anglican is to want to be rooted in communities and to be accessible to those 
communities (however those communities define themselves).”3

                                                      
2 From Canon C15 of The Declaration Of Assent, from the Canons of the Church of England.  For details, see  
http://www.cofe.anglican.org/about/churchlawlegis/canons. 
3 Ibid., p. 36. 
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Church-planting in the Church of England 
 
These realities are described and addressed from a distinctly missionary perspective in The Mission-
Shaped Church.  This book is one of the most frequently cited resources for the Church of England’s 
church-planting movement, and it contains some very revealing signs of how Anglicanism, even in the 
global North (!), has begun to shift toward a missional identity.  Probably more than any other book, The 
Mission-Shaped Church has served as a wake-up call concerning the plight of the traditional parochial 
model.  Page after page of demographic analysis and in-depth examination of social trends leads to some 
startling proposals.  But before we get to these, we need some recent history on the Fresh Expressions 
movement. 
 
The first Church of England church-planting conference was held at—no surprise—Holy Trinity-
Brompton, London in 1987.  Prior to this there had only been a handful of church plants outside of the 
traditional parish model.  From 1987 through the early 1990s, Holy Trinity-Brompton’s conferences 
expanded, with official Church of England support.  Permissions from archdeacons were increasingly 
being given to form communities that were network- or affinity-based, crossing over the traditional parish 
boundaries.  A widely circulated progress report was issued in 1994 entitled Breaking New Ground: 
Church Planting in the Church of England.  It declared these church planting efforts as “legitimate” 
expressions of the Church, affirming both parish and network models.  That sounds great, but the problem 
with the report was that it was still couched in the language of “permission-giving, not future-looking.” 
 
This problem and a broad range of related issues are addressed in the more recent study entitled The 
Mission-Shaped Church.  Since the early 1990s, experience has taught Anglican church planters a variety 
of lessons: 
 

• The need to think from cross-boundary to non-boundary demographics especially in metropolitan 
areas, recognizing new cultures and groupings. 

• The more a church plant derives its identity from the mission of God, the more likely it will reach 
heretofore undiscovered and unreached people groups. 

• Think more in terms of creating, not cloning:  “The planting process is the engagement of church 
and gospel with a new mission context, and this should determine the fresh expression of 
church.” (p. 21) 

• Starting and developing: planting should be as concerning with long-term development and the 
goal of maturity as the birthing process.  

• Sending-sent relations, not mother-daughter:  there had been a tendency for fresh expressions to 
be unduly influenced by the controlling instincts of mother churches rather than the emerging 
instincts of indigenous ministry. 

• Careful reflection on causes of failure:  poor planning, leadership issues, an inward-looking focus, 
cultural blindness, lack of resources, etc.; but overall 90% of Anglican church plants have 
continued.  

 
Perhaps most significant of all the lessons learned was the recognition that the “gospel has to meet people 
where they are, before it can enter and affect their lives.”  This has led Anglicans in the U.K. to pay closer 
attention not only to the mobility of British society—which tends to be associated with a relatively 
affluent population—but also to poverty, to marginalized groups in urban ghettoes, and to those who live 
with virtually no contact of any sort with Christian communities. 
 
This is where some of the more startling outcomes of mission-shaped thinking have been realized.  
Consider, for example, a relatively new church-plant called ‘Sanctus1’ in the city of Manchester.  Based 
at Nexus art café, it reaches out to those living and working in the city centre.  The Fresh Expressions 
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website reports that over the past few months, key leaders have moved on and it is proving to be a time of 
transition for everyone. The new leader of both communities, Methodist minister Al Lowe, shares his 
vision of what both Sanctus 1 and the café are about: 
 

Concentrating on discipleship rather than on building church is key. The idea of 'church' carries 
so much baggage these days, and - as far as I'm concerned - when two or three are gathered 
together then Christ is there. If you grow discipleship you are more likely to grow church rather 
than saying we have to have five hymns and Communion and it has to be done this way. The 
challenge for us is to put a structure together so that we are less introspective. 

 
The Sanctus 1 website lists a variety of gatherings and events:  a study series entitled “Bad Boys of the 
Bible,” which includes a discussion on “What would Judas do?” and some invitations to community 
meals as well as links to art exhibitions in the nearby Nexus art café.  Indeed, the website is chocked full 
of artwork, traditional and edgy.  It lists times for worship as well—both on Wednesdays and, more 
recently, Sundays too.  It is not embarrassed by the small size of its core membership—about ten in all.  
Attendance is often much higher, but people move in and out of the community and only gradually settle 
into the more routine aspects of community life… usually one at time.  Growth is slow, and disciple-
making is considered a long-haul process.   
 
Another quite different example of a Fresh Expression—this one described at the SHARE website—is a 
new congregation for the isolated elderly in Putney, London.   Praise@Platt is a time of worship that has 
evolved for all those involved with Regenerate-RISE, a charitable organization that cares for all those 
who would otherwise be housebound or isolated, living in either high-rise flats in Roehampton or the 
more wealthy area of Putney. RISE facilitates outings, activities, lunches and a support service with 
practical help, home and hospital visiting, along with emergency shopping and prescription collections.  
The new church plant partners with RISE by planning a weekly worship service followed by a community 
meal and fellowship.  The Bible-study leaders during this time have discovered that the vast majority of 
seniors do not have even the most basic understanding of the Christian faith.  When the Gospel message 
is presented in this context, the response can be life-changing because, in part, the atmosphere of caring 
has already begun to prepare even crusty old minds and hearts for the Good News. 
 

The Dual Principles of Mission and the ‘Five Values’ 
 
I could continue with more detailed examples of Fresh Expressions—various forms of alternative worship 
communities, café and pub churches, cell churches, network-focused churches, joint ecumenical 
partnerships, new monastic communities, and so on—each showing that Anglicans in the Church of 
England still have an instinct for ‘how’ and ‘where’ people are and aren’t simply waiting for them to 
come to the local parish church.  But instead I’d like to reflect on something just as remarkable as all this 
dazzling variety… and that is the resilience and continuity of those core values of the missionary church 
with which I began.  What makes The Mission-Shaped Church and Fresh Expressions so interesting is the 
creative tension between what historian of missions Andrew Walls calls the indigenous and pilgrim 
principles4

• The ‘Indigenizing’ Principle, which accounts for the ways God reaches out to us where we are.  
“In Christ God accepts us together with our group relations; with that cultural conditioning that 
makes us feel at home in one part of human society and less at home in another.”  Here we focus 
especially on the desire “to live as a Christian and yet as a member of one’s own society,” making 
the Gospel known even as we make the Church… a place to feel at home.”    

—that is, between . . . 
 

                                                      
4 Andrew F. Walls, The Missionary Movement in Christian History: Studies in the Transmission (Maryknoll, NY: 
Orbis Books, 2007), 7-9. 
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• The ‘Pilgrim’ Principle, which accounts for the ways God transforms us into what He wants us to 

be according to the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Here, as his disciples, we recognize that we have “no 
abiding city,” and we are warned “that to be faithful to Christ” we will necessarily be “out of step 
with … society.”   

 
These dual principles of mission give rise to the five values of the missionary church…   

• a missionary church is focused on God the Trinity 
• a missionary church is incarnational 
• a missionary church is transformational through the power of the gospel and the Holy Spirit 
• a missionary church makes disciples 
• a missionary church is relational 

 
We see recurring evidence of these values despite tremendous variation in the Fresh Expressions of the 
mission-shaped Church.  It seems as if the more the Church of England plants new pilgrim communities 
where unreached people actually are, the more important the five values become, and the more the wider 
Church commits itself to missionary engagement.  Despite the tremendous losses we noted earlier, there 
may already be a turn-around at the national level, with one of every five Anglican churches reporting 
growth instead of net loss.  Many attribute this hopeful sign to the adoption of the mission-shaped Church 
vision in traditional parish as well as Fresh Expressions communities. 
 
But hasn’t this always been the case in the history of the Church?  Given their long track record in global 
missions, Anglicans surely knew that Trinitarian, incarnational, transformational, disciple-making, and 
relational communities were expressions of God’s missionary purpose (?).  Recalling that history is what 
Michael Moynagh had in mind when he asked me to put together a series of history lessons for the 
SHARE website.  I’d love to recount all eight of them—beginning as far back as the Church in Antioch 
and that ancient church manual known as The Didache (A.D. 50-70).  Instead, I’m going to work 
backwards from that church-planting conference in 1987 at Holy Trinity-Brompton, and highlight some 
of the more surprising instances in the modern era when we see missionary values informing God’s 
pilgrim people as they move with the Gospel… 
 
Fresh Expressions in Church History 
 

William Temple and Dorothy L. Sayers at the Pub 
 
Anglicans have a rather interesting history of popularizing the Christian faith in mass media.  In the 
nineteenth-century, for example, there were the widely read religious novels of the Reverend Charles 
Kinglsey like Yeast (1850) and Hypatia (1853).  This country rector in Eversley, located in northeastern 
Hampshire, also knew how to use the print media of the day (magazines and tracts) like we use the 
Internet—to get the word out, form networks, and show how Christians think and act in the modern 
world.  In these ways, Kingsley opened new channels for the gospel that would continue well into the 
next century.  The next major breakthrough in communication technology, the radio, quickly became such 
a channel in the 1930s and 1940s, thanks to the missionary vision of Archbishop William Temple and the 
creativity of writers like Dorothy L. Sayers and C. S. Lewis.  Let us take a brief look at what Temple 
called “one of the most powerful instruments in evangelism” in his day. 
 
Between the world wars, Great Britain experienced a widespread decline of small communities, the 
expansion of mass media (especially the radio), and a growing interest in new forms of entertainment like 
the cinema.  The beginning of a cultural shift from neighborhood to network, as noted in The Mission-
Shaped Church, was underway.  William Temple, as Archbishop of York, then Canterbury, recognized 
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that while the Church of England had managed to retain a strong institutional presence in society, 
Christian belief was widely discredited among intellectual elites and disconnected from the everyday 
realities of the working poor.  It was no longer assumed that the Church was a place for answers to the 
larger or more difficult questions posed by modernity.  So Temple initiated a diverse array of responses 
that would restore a “Christian map of life.” 
 
A renewal of crucial ties between Christ and culture came about, in part, through Temple’s strong support 
for religious broadcasting on the B.B.C.  He was active in the founding of the new medium, served on its 
councils, and encouraged the airing of religious programs—sometimes meeting stiff resistance from those 
who worried that this might draw people away from actual church attendance.  According to his 
biographer, F. A. Iremonger, Temple was, himself, “an admirable broadcaster, with a natural and 
effortless delivery well suited to the microphone.”  The map of life he presented to a rapidly growing 
audience sought “integration” of religion, art, science, politics, education, industry, commerce, and 
finance.  Not unlike Charles Kingsley, he was convinced that Jesus Christ had something to say to the 
modern world, through a Church that served as herald and foretaste of the Kingdom of God 
  
Based on this keen sense of social witness, Temple encouraged artists, especially writers, dramatists, and 
playwrights, to offer their gifts to religious broadcasting.  Dorothy L. Sayers was among the first to accept 
an invitation from the B.B.C. to present religious drama for a popular audience.  Her debut was in 1938 
with the production of a nativity play for the Children’s Hour.   But it was in 1942, with the airing of The 
Man Born to be King, that she received, according to the Controller of Programmes, an “overwhelming 
nation-wide response” that would be long remembered as “one of the great landmarks of broadcasting.”  
Already famous for her detective novels, now she received some negative publicity as well—this as a 
result of her emphasis on the humanity of Jesus and use of contemporary language in the script rather than 
“talking Bible.”   
 
Temple thought Sayers’ work was a “fine piece of Christian evangelism” and appreciated the need to 
present a more “realistic” life of Christ.  For her part, Sayers assumed this was all part of what it meant to 
engage in incarnational ministry.  To communicate timeless spiritual truth through “the arts, all letters, all 
labour and all learning” was to take up the “sacramental position” realized by Christ himself, she insisted.  
This defined the mission and ministry of the Church as well—but a Church now communicating the 
gospel well beyond the traditional parish locale.   
 
One of the unexpected outcomes of these ventures into radio broadcasting was the spontaneous formation 
of networks of listeners around the programs—even in local pubs!  After another nativity play by Sayers’ 
was aired on Christmas Day in 1939 she was surprised to learn that a lively discussion on its message had 
ensued in the “pub audience.”  At a time when the B.B.C. was attempting to sanitize her scripts, she was 
pleased to note that the conversations generated by her plays were prompted by a deep sense of identity 
with the gospel story.  Sayers had relied on her artistic instincts:  “I felt it important to get people to 
believe that the characters in the Bible were real people like ourselves, and not just ‘sacred Personages’ 
apart from common humanity.”  From her standpoint, she thought this was the best way for the Church to 
say something “loud and definite” about Jesus Christ—especially in a world of growing complexity and, 
as another war approached, conflict. 
 
To think incarnationally, with Temple and Sayers, is to think in a contemporary way about how the Word 
has become flesh and moved into our world.  In the troubled decades of the early twentieth-century, 
materialism and atheism were already found wanting.  What was needed was a fresh expression of a 
church animated by a missionary identity.  What was true then, is true today in the newly formed café and 
pub churches, or any gathering where God’s pilgrims reach out to people where they are. 
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John Wesley’s Small-group “Mirror of God” 

 
Take ALPHA, for example, and the way it builds on a long-tradition of ministry and mission in small-
group fellowship.  John Wesley, the great eighteenth-century Anglican evangelist, is a favorite case in 
point.  Inspired by the semi-monastic community of Little Gidding, formed the previous century by 
Nicholas Ferrar, as well as by contemporary German Moravians, Wesley experimented with his own form 
of intentional community:  “I saw a family full as much devoted to God, full as regular in all their 
exercises of devotion, and at last as exemplary in every branch of Christian holiness.”  Wesley is famous 
for turning this vision of the family of God into reality through his Methodist Societies, so let us now 
focus on that remarkable eighteenth-century innovation. 
 
In 1739, the city of Bristol was a rapidly growing commercial center with a large population of new urban 
immigrants.  It was a crowded and confusing place to live, with many neglected social and economic 
needs and little or no active church presence.   John Wesley arrived on April 2 to share the “glad tidings 
of salvation,” and for the first time he would preach in the open-air, attracting as many as 3,000 people to 
his first public event.   To preach out of doors was a new thing, and the Anglican establishment viewed it 
as a seditious act.  But Wesley felt that the Spirit of the Lord was upon him—“to preach the gospel to the 
poor”—and nothing could stop him. 
 
That is spectacular enough, but Wesley’s legacy has as much to do with small groups as large crowds.  
His characteristic emphasis on “deliverance, recovery, and liberty” was most effectively realized in more 
intimate gatherings.  He was a bit of a celebrity preacher and enjoyed having a large audience, but he 
learned quickly enough that most people came to faith through close relationships with caring people.  In 
fact, probably more than anyone before him in the modern era, Wesley appreciated that Christianity was 
essentially social in nature.  
 
In one of his sermons, he described the Christian as a mirror of God—an image that reflects the social 
nature or Trinity of God.  We reflect what we receive: the capacity to love and be loved by others.  Just as 
the divine persons enjoy a bond of fellowship, so do we, especially through the indwelling Holy Spirit.  
This is what Wesley understood our participation in the divine nature to mean.  So it made sense to him 
that Christians would come to faith through the active love of others—through the “channels of grace” 
uniquely found in one-on-one relationships and in a community of faith that was mobilized to continually 
extend its fellowship to others. 
 
But Wesley was very practical about this.  If anyone could make the Trinity and divine love into lived 
realities in the everyday experience of people, it was this fiercely pragmatic organizer.  He first drew up a 
four-fold structure of small groups—each with its own level of spiritual intimacy that corresponded with a 
particular stage of growth and discipleship.  In the “trial bands” the participants, ideally no more than 
twelve in number, became more aware of how God had already been at work in their lives—of the grace 
that had been received even prior to their belief.  In the “classes” the emphasis was on teaching the basics 
of the Christian faith—“mind work,” as Wesley sometimes called it.  The combination of sharing 
previous life experiences in the trial bands, learning about the faith in the class, and developing stronger 
relationships day-by-day with other seekers, prepared the group members for the “converting grace” of 
the “new birth” in Jesus Christ.  Wesley was fully prepared to stretch this journey out to two years.  It was 
an intricate process and, as always, deeply relational.  The more one felt a sense of belonging to the 
group, the more one came to know at an experiential level what it meant to belong to God.   
 
Next, in the “bands,” individuals acted in response to their conversions with a new resolve to train the will 
towards God, grow in grace, and support one another in discipleship.  The level of confidentiality 
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increased sufficiently that Wesley thought it was sometimes helpful to break-out into smaller and more 
homogeneous sub-groups based on sex and marital status.  Accountability was a major factor here. 
Finally, in the “select bands,” individuals pursued “sanctifying grace”—the glow of divine love and a 
self-denying responsiveness toward others.  The emphasis here was on deep spiritual formation and group 
fellowship, living out Galatians 3:28—“There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, 
there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” (NRSV)   
 
These groups formed all over England and Wales in the mid-eighteenth century, and they involved people 
from all classes of society.  Women were as involved in the leadership of the groups as men—with 
everyone “obedient to their heavenly calling,” whatever that may be.  Ultimately, this activity led to the 
great “revival” that would spill over from the Methodist Society structures into the life of the Church of 
England and other dissenting groups.  Certainly there was plenty of tension and conflict along the way, 
but over time it became clear that this fresh expression was beneficial not only to the Church, but to 
society as a whole.    
 
One of the most important lessons learned by Wesley, in his own words, was “that orthodoxy, or right 
opinion, is, at best, but a very slender part of religion, if it can be allowed to be any part of it at all; that 
neither does religion consist in negatives, in bare harmlessness of any kind; nor merely in externals, in 
doing good, or using the means of grace, in works of piety (so called) or of charity; that it is nothing short 
of, or different from, ‘the mind that was in Christ;’ the image of God stamped upon the heart; inward 
righteousness, attended with the peace of God; and ‘joy in the Holy Ghost.’”  Indeed, this Wesleyan 
vision would be echoed a few centuries later by Joe Church and Simeon Nsibambi in the “united Bible 
studies” of the East African Revival (1930s-1940s). 
 

Nicholas Ferrar’s ‘New Monasticism’ 
 
We mentioned that the Little Gidding community had been an inspiration to John Wesley… and, in its 
recently revived expression it continues to inspire new forms of Christian community today.  In a period 
of English history marked by civil war and partisan division within the Church (the infamous 17th 
century), a successful businessman named Nicholas Ferrar felt a “holy calling” to leave power and 
prestige behind to be ordained a deacon and leader of a semi-monastic community in rural England.  He 
was possessed by the odd notion that the kingdom of God might best be sought outside the contentious 
human kingdoms of his day.  So, according to one of his biographers, he “attend[ed] to the one thing 
necessary”: “to serve God in his holy calling, to be the Levite himself in his own house, and to make his 
own relations, which were many, his cure of souls.”  He accomplished this through the adoption of a very 
practical rule of life in the context of Christian fellowship and service.   
 
But the community founded by Nicholas did not take monastic vows, though members felt a keen sense 
of obligation to the pattern of life that quickly emerged. The rule of Little Gidding was actually quite 
unique in this regard.  The chief concern was to live as a Christian family, extended in the direction of 
love to God and neighbor.  It did, in fact, begin with the Ferrar family, but it welcomed others into this 
household of faith.  Eventually, their remote country house north of Cambridge became what we might 
call a retreat center, attracting the rich and poor, kings and bishops, scholars and ordinary folk who sought 
healing and renewal, physically and spiritually.     
 
Little Gidding adopted a structured way of life that centered on cooperation and service in an atmosphere 
of friendship and humility.  There were daily hours for communal worship, but also periods set aside for 
study and work, with particular regard for artistic expression and craftsmanship in the illustration of  texts 
and the binding of large holy books containing gospel “harmonies” and the Psalter.  Simple meals were 
prepared for the poor and hungry, and a wide range of other activities in the “Discipline” of the 
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community produced a rhythm of daily life.  One observer noted that the members “were in the World, 
not of the World.  All their Practice was heavenly . . .” 
 
Among the more interesting developments at Little Gidding was the practice of active reading.  Nicholas 
thought that the gospel narrative should be the unifying story of Little Gidding, but he wanted the story to 
point to all the other parts of the Bible, especially the Old Testament’s prophecies and prefigurations of 
Christ.  This was accomplished by compiling indexes, concordances, commentaries, and so on—each a 
result of the collaborative efforts of the readers.  The work was exacting and extensive, becoming 
something of a spiritual discipline for the community as a whole.   
 
So while the gospel narrative defined the community, there was also a simultaneous broadening or 
comprehension of the whole story of God.  Each day, a new connection between one passage of scripture 
and another might be discovered by a member of the community and recorded in the appropriate book.  
This attentiveness to the coherence and correlation of the biblical text was a persistent feature of study 
and devotion at Little Gidding, producing a storehouse of wisdom, especially in regards to the details of 
Christ’s life.  This, along with the reading of the psalms every day, in hourly turn, allowed the larger 
patterns or “constellations” in the Bible to be discovered, ordered, and internalized.  Such an acquaintance 
with the words and structures of the Scriptures shaped hearts and minds and provided a richly imaginative 
and lively world of shared meaning and purpose.   
 
The reading community was, in a sense, read by the biblical text.  The Bible had that much power and 
privileged status in its everyday life.  This is why Nicholas and his friend, the poet and pastor George 
Herbert, saw all of the physical, mental, and spiritual activities surrounding the Scriptures as 
transformative.  This occurred, they thought, because the Holy Spirit was given ample opportunity to 
speak and act—revealing, pointing, stirring, and nudging individuals and the community as a whole to 
respond in particular ways.  The responses included the painstaking restoration of a nearby church, the 
launching of an elaborate program of religious education for children, the distribution of free meals to the 
poor and medical care to the sick.  Clearly, Little Gidding was not a sequestered community, this despite 
its quiet resolve to seek first the kingdom of God. 
 
In an age of strong anti-Catholic and anti-monastic sentiment, the Little Gidding experiment met with stiff 
opposition  in the Church of England.  Rumors circulated about its “nuns,” prayer vigils and “canonical 
hours,” its richly decorated crosses—both outdoors and indoors—and altar.  All of this was associated 
with the “adorations, genuflections, and geniculations” of “superstition and popery.”  There was also the 
charge that too much time was spent in praying, not preaching.  Others thought the community’s interest 
in Christian education and the meticulous compilation of Bible study resources departed from more 
“orthodox” modes of instruction.  In many respects, Little Gidding could satisfy no one—that is, unless 
the critics came to see for themselves what the communal life was really about.     
 
If as a “Congregation of Saints,” Little Gidding was at times a bit “dutiful and severe” in its manner of 
life, it remained a vital witness to the transforming power of Christian fellowship—well after the 
experiment came to an end in 1657.  Today the Little Gidding Trust has begun to revive some aspects of 
the spiritual vision of Nicholas Ferrar and a growing number of pilgrims are hoping for more Little 
Giddings to pop-up across the land—following the “good old way” in a fresh expression of gospel light 
and life. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Each time the Church rediscovers its missionary values—as the Church of England is doing today—it  
rediscovers how and where to dwell with people in ways that address their deepest spiritual needs.   Here 



Phil Harrold, Ph.D. (pharrold@tsm.edu), Associate Professor of Church History, Trinity School for Ministry, Ambridge, PA 
New Wineskins for Global Mission, April 8–11, 2010, Ridgecrest Conference Center, North Carolina 

[please do not cite without permission of the author] 
 

10 
 

also the Church finds new purpose and power in the Triune fellowship of Father, Son, and Spirit, in the 
Incarnational presence of the body of Christ, in the in-reaching activity of disciple-making, and out-
reaching care for the poor.  These values of a missionary church are where the fresh expressions of the 
Church have always been born—and a little church history bears that out rather vividly! 
 
Some questions for further reflection and discussion: 
 
From the first part of this talk—Fresh Expressions in the Church of England today: 

• Is the Church of England ahead of us in re-thinking how to reach the lost in a mission-shaped 
Church? 

• What lessons can we learn from Fresh Expressions on this side of the pond? 
 
From the second part of this talk—Fresh Expressions in church history: 

• What is the source of the creativity we see in these historical “Fresh Expressions” over time? 
• What lessons can be learned from these case-studies?  
• Can you think of other historical cases from which we might learn? 
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