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Abstract 

Rev Langley Mackrell-Hey: Effective oversight of Methodist fresh expressions 

The British Methodist Church defines oversight as the means by which churches remain true to their 

calling. Its presbyters are charged with upholding Constitution, Practice, and Discipline or ‘CPD’. This 

research employs a combination of Practical Theology methods to examine the challenge of applying 

CPD to fresh expressions (forms of Church established for the benefit of those who are not yet 

members of a local church). It offers three original insights in regard to the tension between mission-

praxis and ecclesiological discipline. First, it provides empirical evidence to support the anecdotal 

observation that not all fresh expressions are authentic in that they lack ecclesial intent. A 

combination of factors inhibited this. New churches can be formed when twelve Methodist 

members unite. Current legislation allows members of the Church to belong to only one society, 

meaning that leaders face the conflict of leaving their parent church if they are to form a new 

church. Second, membership mediated an unequal power balance between fresh expressions and 

their parent churches, undermining progress towards achieving a ‘mixed economy’. This situation 

was confounded by the fact that newcomers to fresh expressions viewed Methodist membership as 

an institutional construct and requirement, rather than an opportunity for spiritual renewal. Third, 

the Methodist Church policy that encourages presbyters to apply CPD with a ‘light-touch’ in respect 

of how its disciplines are applied to new work, risks inconsistency. This thesis invites the Church to 

find a way of identifying which of its fresh expressions have genuine ecclesial intent, reflect on how 

membership is impacting their ecclesial formation, and widen its existing legislation so that a 

Methodist member may belong to two local societies at the same time. This, combined with 

additional District oversight, would remove some significant barriers to ecclesial formation. 

Rev Dr Langley Mackrell-Hey, extract from 2016 DThM Thesis, University of Durham, UK. 



Acknowledgements: 

I would like to express my deepest gratitude to Dr Joss Bryan, whose warmth, openness and 

enthusiasm gave me the confidence to begin my doctoral studies, to Dr Marcus Pound, my first 

supervisor who has been a constant source of advice and reassurance, and to Rev Dr Michael 

Volland, my second supervisor who as an academic, minister and fresh expressions practitioner, has 

encouraged me recognise the significance of my own experience. I would like to thank the 

Scholarship, Research and Innovation section of the Methodist Church’s Discipleship and Ministries 

and Learning Network, and in particular, its co-ordinator Rev Dr Stephen Skuce, who have co-

ordinated my requests for grant funding. I would also like to thank those districts and circuits who 

have contributed financially. I also wish to acknowledge the Methodist Church Statistics Office, who 

have responded to numerous enquiries. Finally, I would like to thank all of those who have 

participated in this research who have given of their time generously, and who have been 

transparent about the joys and frustrations of serving the Church. 

Dedication 

I give thanks to God who in Christ and by the power of the Holy Spirit has directed me and sustained 

me as I have balanced the demands of part-time study with work in full-time ministry. I dedicate this 

thesis to my wife, Ro, and our family; Joshua, Maya, Ben, Sherlock the dog, who have endured so 

much in order that I might follow this path. I remember those who have supported me during the 

challenging times, and I offer this work in the name of all those who have struggled in recent years 

as the Methodist Church has restructured itself, particularly those who have journeyed through 

anxiety yet remained loyal to their calling.  

Page | 10  

Rev Dr Langley Mackrell-Hey, extract from 2016 DThM Thesis, University of Durham, UK. 


	1.0 Introduction
	1.1 Introducing Methodism
	1.2 Three new contentions through a combined method
	1.2 Previous research in Methodism and the call for further work
	1.3 My Context
	1.4 How the thesis developed
	1.5 Methodology
	1.6 Blending Research Methods
	1.6.1 Three research foci: Literature Review, Consultation and Case Studies
	1.6.1.1 Consultation: sampling and scope
	1.6.1.2 Discerning the best approach for consultation interviews
	1.6.1.3 Processing the consultation data
	1.6.1.4 What to include, and what to exclude?
	1.6.1.5 Case Studies: Identifying centres, conducting pilot studies, developing a methodology, and refining methods.
	1.6.1.6 Translating from Animate to Messy Church
	1.6.1.7 Using participation-observation and conversation within the case studies
	1.6.1.8 Conducting case study interviews
	1.6.1.9 Processing Case Study Observations and Interviews

	1.7 Reviewing the Methodology and the Analysis
	1.8 Thesis Outline
	Chapter Two
	Fresh Expressions in the Tradition of the Methodist Church: an exploration of the synergy and disparity between Fresh Expressions Tradition and Methodist Experience.
	2.0 Literature review: Perspective, Method, Scope and Depth
	2.1 Fresh Expressions Tradition
	2.1.1 Breaking New Ground and Mission Shaped Church
	2.1.2 Mission Shaped Ministry & the training of fresh expressions practitioners
	2.1.3 Oversight and coaching
	2.1.4 Beginning a fresh expression
	2.1.5 Effective Engagement
	2.1.6 Insights on sustainability, accountability and failures
	2.1.7 The Mixed Economy
	2.1.8 Pioneer Mission and Ministry
	2.1.9 Fresh Expressions literature and the wider church response
	2.1.10 Deeper Reservations
	2.1.11 Immediate Oversight Concerns: Fresh Expressions Tradition

	2.2 Methodist Tradition and Oversight
	2.2.1 The nature of the Methodist Church
	2.2.2 A Connexional Church
	2.2.3 The Nature of Oversight
	2.2.4 What’s a Presbyter and what’s a Superintendent
	2.2.5 Constitution, Practice and Discipline
	2.2.6 The class meeting as a tool to develop fresh expressions?
	2.2.7 Our Calling: A framework for Methodist Mission
	2.2.8 Mission Shaped Thinking in Methodism
	Holiness and Risk: an increase in mission momentum
	A Discipleship Movement Shaped for Mission
	2.2.9 Oversight Concerns raised by attention to Methodist Tradition

	2.3 Ongoing Methodist Experience and Debate
	2.3.1 Research on Oversight and Leadership
	2.3.2 VFX Scheme Review
	2.3.3 Insights from Superintendent’s Conferences
	2.3.4 Joint Anglican-Methodist working party on Fresh Expressions
	2.3.5 Oversight questions raised through Methodist Experience and debate


	Foreword to Chapters Three and Four  Animate and Messy Church
	Chapter Three
	Animate:
	A case study of a single fresh expression in a Methodist Circuit, amplified by observations at five additional projects throughout the region.
	3.0 Introduction to Animate
	3.0.1 Table 2: Predominant oversight observations: Riverhead case studies

	3.1 Key findings
	3.1.1 Leaders were uncomfortable with the concept of forming new ‘churches’
	3.1.2 Projects require innovative and collaborative practitioners
	3.1.3 Inherited church culture inhibited fresh expressions
	3.1.4 Membership as a particular concern
	3.1.5 Leaders should reflect on the locality of baptism and communion
	3.1.5 Some of CPD’s requirements were viewed as an imposition
	3.1.6 The ‘light touch’ risked inconsistency in oversight
	3.1.7 Fresh expressions must be adequately represented on Church Councils
	3.1.8 Church decline impacts the sustainability of fresh expressions

	3.2 Culture and experience at Animate
	3.2.1 How things began
	3.2.2 Leadership and Oversight
	3.2.3 Locality and Attendance
	3.2.4 Form, Content and Feeling
	Diagram 1: Worship Timetable at Animate

	3.3 Matters of tradition and oversight
	3.3.1 Safeguarding
	3.3.2 Engagement: what the survey revealed
	3.3.3 Quality of worship, fellowship and teaching
	Table 3: Spiritual Growth at Animate
	3.3.4 Baptism, Membership and Holy Communion
	3.3.5 Issues of Practice and Discipline

	3.4 Ongoing reflections on practice and ecclesiology
	3.4.1 The centripetal inertia of the inherited church
	3.4.2 Not fully on board with Fresh Expressions
	3.4.3 Does employing skilled staff deskill the church?
	3.4.4 Funding shortages suffocate mission work
	3.4.5 Closing reflections


	Chapter Four
	Messy Church
	A case study of Messy Church at the Maltings, amplified by observations from eight additional messy churches throughout the region.
	4.0 Messy Church: Introduction
	4.0.1 Table 4: Predominant oversight observations: Swindon case studies

	4.1 Summary of findings: The Maltings Messy Church
	4.1.1 Circuit presbyters in fresh expressions also experience vocational tension
	4.1.2 Messy Church could not be integrated into morning worship
	4.1.3 Leaders had not fully grasped the Fresh Expressions ethos
	4.1.4 Leaders value and do not want to undermine ‘traditional’ church.
	4.1.5 Consistency in who preaches and pastors can improve development
	4.1.6 Methodist membership may encourage an unhelpful conformity
	4.1.7 New congregations rather than a new forms of Church?
	4.1.8 Future staffing issues

	4.2 Observations on messy church culture and experience
	4.2.1 The wider church loves children but finds them distracting
	4.2.2 The messy church experience
	4.2.3 Vibrant parent church, growing fresh expression
	4.2.4 Effective engagement
	4.2.5 Harmony
	4.2.6 Social Media and messy church
	4.2.7 How children see church

	4.3 Oversight Matters at messy church
	4.3.1 Leaders bring a rich blend of skills and experience
	4.3.2 Connectivity: Whatever you do, do not mention church!
	4.3.3 Ecclesial development: Monthly is not enough
	4.3.4 Mediating a sense of belonging
	4.3.5 No baptism or communion but a messy wedding?
	4.3.6 Safeguarding
	4.3.7 Ministering with a ‘light touch’?

	4.4 Closing Reflections on practice and ecclesiology
	4.4.1 Assessment of Worship and community
	4.4.2 Fresh expressions of worship as opposed to fresh expressions of church


	Chapter Five
	The Methodist Church, CPD and fresh expressions
	Chapter Five: Table of Contents
	5.0 Introduction
	5.1 Key findings: Four broad themes
	Section One
	5.1.1 What Circuit Ministers Really Think
	5.1.2 The Circuit as the driver for mission?
	5.1.3 The impact of Stationing on accountability and strategic development
	5.1.4 Growth in lay ministry
	5.1.5 Finding volunteers
	5.1.6 Congregationalism versus Connexionalism
	5.1.7 The question of membership
	5.1.8 Authority in the Church
	5.1.9 Broader issues of Culture

	Section Two
	5.2.0 On CPD
	5.2.1 Attitudes to CPD and how ministers feel challenged
	5.2.2 Where CPD is applied inconsistently
	5.2.3 Orthodoxy versus orthopraxis?
	5.2.4 Unhelpful use of CPD and the call for Special Oversight Provision (FESOP)


	Chapter Six:  Conclusion and Suggestions for Immediate Action.
	Chapter Six: Table of Contents
	6.0 A thesis supported by evidence from multiple perspectives
	6.0.1 Lacking ecclesial intent
	6.0.1.1 When is a fresh expression not a fresh expression?
	6.0.1.2 Ecclesial intent and the limits of Methodist process

	6.0.2 Questioning the Methodist membership construct
	6.0.3 The Light Touch
	6.0.4 In search of a fair and equitable assessment of Fresh Expressions
	6.0.5 Espoused and Operant Theology and Practice
	6.1 Returning to culture: a deeper analysis
	6.2 Returning to the Nature of Oversight
	6.3 Conclusion: Six suggestions for immediate action


	Appendix A: Consultation on CPD
	Appendix B: Consultation participants, by role
	Appendix C: Initial Questionnaire
	Appendix D: Animate Survey
	Appendix E: Messy Church Survey
	Appendix F: Interview probes Supplementary Questionnaire for Fresh Expressions,  providing probes for interview
	Appendix G: A statement on my personal; reflexivity
	Bibliography All website links were valid and accessed on March 26th 2016. Within the bibliography, The Methodist Church, or Fresh Expressions, refers to the national website of each organisation.



