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Abstract 

The Church of England is declining. Decline provokes anxiety about fragile churches, 

stretched resources, declining clergy numbers and care of buildings. The Church of England 

Vision and Strategy response focuses heavily on new disciples and an increase in financial 

giving. Yet voices criDcise this solely economic model of growth.  

 

This invesDgaDon uses a mixed methods single case study of Gin Church, a rural fresh 

expression within a mixed ecology of church, to explore whether church growth can be 

sustainable and how a biblical framework might be used to idenDfy and celebrate church 

growth.  

 

The study begins with the Beaminster Team experience, considers alternaDve models of 

church growth in recent literature, reflects on a Kingdom parable-based framework from 

MaKhew 13 and hears personal stories of growth from Gin Church. In conclusion sustainable 

church growth is defined more widely than people and money and an alternaDve narraDve 

framework of measurement is suggested.  

 

150 words 
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Gin Church – a case study in sustainable church growth in the Beaminster Area Team.  

Introduc-on 
 

“The Church of England growth agenda is based on plantaDon economics, growing the 

Church one lash at a Dme” (Turner, Sarum College, 2024).  

 

It was a chance comment at the end of a seminar on ‘ReparaEons, Slavery and Contested 

Legacies’, with Reverend Doctor Carlton Turner on Zoom in January 2024 which sparked 

something I couldn’t let go of. We were discussing dissertaDon topics and parDcularly my 

desire to write about rural church growth. Turner spoke into the church growth subject with 

a challenge about how we measure church growth. He suggested an economic model of 

church growth is an “imperialist expansion, BriDsh Empire view”. Instead, he suggested a 

model for church growth should be Kingdom based. He offered a view of church growth 

based on right relaDonships with each other and with God, a church growth view that is 

about the ‘lion lying down with the lamb’ (Turner, Sarum College, 2024).  

 

Since 2012 I have been working as a Team Vicar in a mulD parish rural team in West Dorset. 

My role has a pioneer focus creaDng a mixed ecology of church in our rural parishes. 

Through our focus on mission, we have naturally become open to the measurements of 

growth as we sought to tell God’s story and help people discover God and faith.  
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I believe that God grows God’s church. God brings people to faith. I have long suspected that 

numbers are too limited and too threatening a measurement. Numbers can’t describe 

engagement in discipleship, depth of faith, curiosity, the impact of faith, the way we work 

with our communiDes. A church community may not have grown, but it might be having a 

sizeable impact in the wider community. A church may grow but giving may not increase, 

because of the socio-economic context in which it grows.  If you are only ever looking for 

increase in aKendance and associated financial giving then when those metrics are not met, 

leaders and church communiDes are considered failures. This percepDon of failure can lead 

to stress, burnout, breakdown, disillusionment and fragility.  

 

Growth is our desire in the Beaminster Team. But from the outset we were clear that growth 

was not defined solely by Sunday aKendance. Our definiDon of growth was widening the 

offer of the Beaminster Team so that more people could discover something of God. This 

meant doing more things and doing different things. It meant listening to our communiDes 

and responding to need. It meant going to be with people rather than expecDng them to 

come to us.  

 

Certain phrases resonated for us. Firstly “seeing what God is doing and joining in” as 

suggested in the theology of Missio Dei underpinning Mission shaped Church (Mission 

Shaped Church, 2004, Chapter 5). Secondly, ‘telling God’s story’ – the language of tesDmony 

and witness and parDcipaDon in the Kingdom of God as exemplified in EucharisDc Prayer D in 

Common Worship (Archbishop’s Council, 2000, p.194). Both concepts underpin our theology 

of church growth.   
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AdopDng a hermeneuDc of suspicion about an economic model of church growth frames 

this dissertaDon. Through a mixed methods single case study involving interviews, 

ethnographic and autoethnographic reflection, this dissertation explores a potential 

alternative model for sustainable church growth that counteracts the capitalist economic 

model. 

 

I look to reject a solely numeric, economic growth model and search in current literature for 

alternaDve models of framing church growth.  I seek to discern, through a case study on Gin 

Church, a rural fresh expression, whether there might be a more sustainable growth model 

for rural churches than just counDng numbers. A reflecDon on Kingdom parables in MaKhew 

13 provides a tentaDve alternaDve framework to recognise and name growth. Through 

pastoral ethnography I hear the story of Gin Church and seek to discern how and what 

growth has taken place. Through descripDon, narraDve, and a “careful process of 

observaDon, interpretaDon and analysis” (Swinton and Mowat, 2006, p.170), I suggest a 

different way of evaluaDng growth through a Kingdom parable model of mustard seed and 

yeast.  

 

Chapter 1 outlines the history of our experiment in Beaminster and defines both mixed 

ecology and fresh expressions. It explores how diversity enables sustainability through a 

“parity of esteem” (Olsworth-Peter, 2024).  The fragile church moDf is outlined and the 

suggesDon made that growth may not end fragility.   
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Chapter 2 gives the history of Gin Church which is the subject of the case study. An overview 

is shared of some of the recent literature around church growth, focusing predominantly on 

authors who offer an alternaDve view of growth beyond a purely economic model.  

 

Chapter 3 explores the methodology of this dissertaDon.  There is discussion of the broad 

definiDon of case study, the use of ethnography and methodology of the qualitaDve 

research.  I reflect on how I have been changed and encouraged by the process.  

 

Chapter 4 provides a brief reflecDon on two Kingdom parables from MaKhew 13 and sets 

out how they might provide a framework for idenDfying and celebraDng church growth 

through the expansive growth of the mustard seed and the transformaDon of leaven.  

 

Chapter 5 revels in the stories of Gin Church, searching for the ‘golden threads’ and applying 

inducDve analysis to reveal the “stars in the sky” that are the “theological themes and 

enduring beliefs” revealed in the story of Gin Church (Moschella, 2023, p.203). The biblical 

lens of expansion and transformaDon are also used as a way of highlighDng meaning in the 

stories.  
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Finally, the golden threads are woven into an alternaDve narraDve of sustainable church 

growth that focuses on telling stories and recognising growth that is both numeric and 

sustainable, life-transforming and life giving.  
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Chapter 1 – The soil of the Beaminster Team and the mixed ecology we inhabit 

 

1.1 Mixed ecology 
 

Since 2012 the Beaminster Team has been engaged in an experiment. We commiKed to 

supporDng and upholding tradiDonal church acDviDes whilst acDvely seeking to do new 

things. Some of these new things are church, perhaps described as fresh expressions. Other 

new things have a social jusDce element or are about meeDng community needs or offering 

social acDviDes.  We are modelling a mixed ecology.  

 

The current Church of England Vision and Strategy is to grow younger and more diverse, 

where mixed ecology is the norm and to become a church of missionary disciples 

(churchofengland.org, 2025). According to the Fresh Expressions website, the term mixed 

ecology is used to describe how tradiDonal parishes co-exist with fresh expressions, church 

plants and pioneer ministries (freshexpressions.org.uk, 2025).  

 

Olsworth-Peter supports this vision, suggesDng that for the church to grow it needs a mixed 

ecology, where different expressions of Church and missional acDvity are both valued. He 

emphasises that “by maintaining their disDnctness and living in acDve relaDonship, they can 

benefit the mutual growth of the missional and ecclesial kingdom of God” (2024, p.1).  

 

Jeremiah points out that the language of mixed ecology is important. He suggests that mixed 

ecology requires diversity and conservaDon, where no one species is preferred. “A healthy 
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ecosystem is built not on compeDDon and success, but by ensuring the survival of all living 

organisms through the criDcal enhancement of interdependency.” (Jeremiah, 2021) The 

ecology metaphor, if taken seriously, enables sustainable church growth where the weak and 

the successful are valued equally. This view of mixed ecology; different, yet dependent, is 

what we have sought to live out over the past thirteen years. 

 

In the Beaminster Team mixed ecology means conDnuing with the tradiDonal Sunday 

congregaDons alongside developing fresh expressions. We celebrate difference yet try to 

help all people feel part of the body of Christ. In this dissertaDon I use the term fresh 

expression to mean “new forms of church that emerge within contemporary culture and 

engage primarily with those who don’t ‘go to church’” (freshexpressions.org.uk, 2025). Fresh 

expression is synonymous for me with the term new ecclesial community used by Moynagh.  

 

When we talk about new things, including fresh expressions, in the Beaminster team it is 

shorthand for “worshipping God outside the tradiDonal Sunday service model”. It is a 

generous definiDon which can encompass many different things. Crok describes how early in 

the Fresh Expressions journey it was important to wrestle with a definiDon that helped 

pinpoint the missional intent of Fresh Expressions. The definiDon evolved to explore the idea 

of discipleship and maturity in faith being an integral part of a Fresh Expression. Crok 

reflects the “goal is to create a context and community where mature disciples are formed 

and flourish” (Nelstrop and Percy, ed, 2008, p.11). We shared a similar desire in the 

Beaminster Team to help people come to know God, to grow in faith and to be a disciple in 

the place where they felt comfortable connecDng and worshipping God.  
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Moynagh defines new ecclesial communiDes or fresh expressions as ones that are: 

missional, contextual, formaDonal and ecclesial (2017, IntroducDon). Moynagh’s framework 

is useful to disDnguish between our acDviDes that are new ecclesial communiDes, rather 

than community events, social gatherings or social acDon.  

 

1.2 The Beaminster Team experiment 
 

The Beaminster Team is a team of rural churches in West Dorset, set inland from Bridport. 

Our largest community is Beaminster, a town by royal charter. It has a populaDon of about 

3000. According to the Church Urban Fund, Beaminster ranks “4804 out of 12239, where 1 is 

the most deprived parish. This means the parish is relaDvely deprived compared with other 

parishes in the country” (CUF, 2005). The total populaDon of the team is around 7000 

people. The team also contains fikeen villages, with 14 church buildings and one chapel on 

the estate at Mapperton. There are twelve PCCs, four Church of England primary schools, a 

secondary school, a special school and three preschools. Business is primarily retail, 

agriculture and tourism.  

 

The Beaminster Team was formed in 1982, bringing together parishes that already worked 

in relationship with each other, with other stand-alone parishes, into a wider group. Forty 

years ago, there were up to six stipendiary posts associated with the team including three 

team vicars and curates alongside the Team Rector. The stipendiary allocation in 2025 is for 

two full time posts, although we currently function at just 1.5 full time equivalent.  
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The resignation of the Team Vicar in 2010 prompted a rethink led by the newly appointed 

Team Rector. Through prayer and discernment of a new vision and following discussion with 

the Bishop and Archdeacon it was decided to employ a pioneer priest as Team Vicar.  The 

advert defined the role as high mission, low administration, allocating fifty percent of the 

time to pioneer ministry. The Pioneer Priest/Team Vicar was licensed April 2012. Through 

this appointment the team made a commitment to mixed ecology, maintaining the old and 

introducing new expressions of church.  

 

We began with prayer, introducing a weekly “Café Prayer”, a Dme of prayer focusing 

exclusively on doing new things in the team. Everyone was welcome to come. Usually there 

were around a dozen of us. We spent Dme in silence listening to God, praying together and 

then reflecDng on what we thought God was saying to us. We prayed like this for a year 

before seqng up any new projects. This commitment to listening God originates not just in 

biblical teaching, Philippians 4:6 for example, but also in joining in God’s mission. Mission 

Shaped Church discusses the Trinitarian nature of mission, the essence in which the church 

is to be a missionary community and the invitaDon to join in with what God is doing. “In 

bringing the Kingdom, God is on the move and the Church is always catching up with him. 

We join his mission. We should not invite him to join ours” (Mission Shaped Church, 2004, 

p.86). To join in with God we needed to listen to and seek God in prayer.   

 

We also prioriDsed teaching. We focused preaching on discipleship and set up training 

courses and small groups to explore fresh expressions. We encouraged people to share their 

story of faith, and this culminated in a vocaDons day asking the quesDon “What are we 
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called to do?”. This vocaDon day enabled several people to train as lay worship leaders, lay 

pastoral assistants, join teams to plant fresh expressions and encouraged one vocaDon to 

ordained ministry.  

 

In the history of our mixed ecology journey there have been different experiences of fresh 

expressions. They have been creaDve and focused on a parDcular group of people– like 

Messy Church or our church aker school club, which were primarily expressions of church 

for families. They have been discussion based with a group of people with something in 

common – like Gin Church. They have used new technology like Gin Church or our online 

prayer community, or our YouTube worshipping community. Moynagh suggests that 

“ecclesial mulDplicaDon is fundamental to the church’s life.” (2017, IntroducDon). CreaDng 

new ecclesial communiDes in the Beaminster Team has helped more people discover God 

and take steps on the paths of discipleship. By doing new things new people have come. 

Sustainability comes through diversificaDon.  

 

A definiDon of maturity for our fresh expressions is recognising where they have become 

sacramental, where people are bapDsed, or share communion like in our 10.15@Salway Ash 

congregaDon. Our new ecclesial communiDes are formaDonal, led by new and different 

people, not just clergy or licensed lay ministers. They are contextual, embedded in a place or 

a network. They can be for a season or can be sustained over many years. The heart of each 

fresh expressions is worship, prayer, discovering and exploring faith and discipleship. We 

have taken seriously their ecclesial idenDty (Moynagh, 2017, IntroducDon).  
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The fresh expressions become “‘insider communiDes’, emerging within contexts rather than 

expecDng new believers to aKend church outside the seqng.” (Moynagh, 2017, 

IntroducDon). We value them as church, not as a training place for development into real 

church. Yet it isn’t always easy developing this “parity of esteem where different expressions 

of church value and affirm one another” (Oslworth-Peter, 2024, p.48). This is parDcularly 

challenging when we consider money and resources. Most of our regular giving comes from 

tradiDonal Sunday congregaDons. We have struggled to transform new disciples into regular 

financial donors. The challenge is whether new ecclesial communiDes are sustainable if they 

aren’t self-funding.  

 

Our commitment to both tradiDon and new things means we now have connecDons in our 

communiDes and other groups that didn’t exist before. We have a variety of new ecclesial 

communiDes where new people come to worship and know God. We have a healthy 

programme of pastoral and social jusDce iniDaDves that respond to the social and pastoral 

needs of our rural area. These include summer acDviDes for children, a uniform swap, a 

foodbank, a bereavement café, a community café drop in. We conDnue, just, to maintain 

worship across fourteen different church buildings, offering around twenty-six Eucharists, 

one Morning Prayer, one Tea church and two Evensongs per month, not to menDon four 

collecDve worships per week in school term and a weekly midweek Eucharist.  

 

1.3 The efficacy of mixed ecology 
 

Davison and Milbank seek to criDque fresh expressions as a drain away from the local parish, 

but this has not been our experience. They suggest that the mixed economy [sic], diminishes 
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the parish offer by increasing segregaDon and diluDng the ‘mixed communiDes’ common in 

parish churches. (2013, Mixed economy). Our local experience has been the opposite. 

Commiqng ourselves to the process of listening to both God and our local communiDes, 

hearing what people are needing or seeking, responding to God’s acDvity in our 

communiDes has re-energised us for mission.  

 

Davison and Milbank seek a revitalisaDon of the parish as the anDthesis of fresh expressions. 

“Recovering a posiDve approach to our parish churches as a resource and a witness to God, 

allows us to use them strategically as agents for mission” (2013, Our need for a local place). 

For the Beaminster Team we have recovered a posiDve approach to our parish churches by 

seeking to do things differently alongside the tradiDon that we uphold. One supports the 

other. There is no binary opposite for us.  

 

Companion planDng or dual cropping enables crops to be planted together to grow beKer. 

Growing beans and peas together deliver significant advantages. The peas quickly cover the 

ground, supressing weed development. The beans act as a scaffold for the peas (CLA,2024). 

We have found in the Beaminster Team that tradiDonal church and fresh expressions of 

church can support each other, energise each other, resource each other and ulDmately 

provide more growth.  

 

Using Olsworth-Peter’s descripDon of mixed ecology our intenDon was very much in the 

“allotment” sphere of mixed ecology. Allotments have different plants growing alongside 



17 
 

each other but with their own locaDon or row. We intended to plant new forms of church 

because the established congregaDons weren’t reaching everyone. “These new forms of 

church or mission iniDaDves will exist in their own right with no expectaDon of people 

coming to church ‘on a Sunday’” (2024, p.27). This summed up our vision. We were clear it 

was God’s mission to the locality. It wasn’t solely about numeric growth; it was about holisDc 

growth. Growth in all forms. 

 

For some congregaDon members the joy of stepping out into mission through joining the 

Messy Church team, running an aker-school club or offering hospitality through a café drop 

in has energised their faith and deepened their discipleship. For some congregaDon 

members they have chosen to conDnue to focus their Dme and energy on keeping the 

tradiDonal parish acDviDes going. Some have stretched to accommodate the mixed ecology 

in their own Dme and volunteering, being fully involved in both tradiDonal and new forms of 

church life.  

 

Yet in some ways all that acDvity might be considered a failure. Despite the hundreds of 

people per week who connect with our church communiDes, we sDll feel fragile in terms of 

money, volunteers, stewardship of the buildings, and governance. We are fragile according 

to Lawson’s thesis. (2022). 
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1.4 A fragile church 
 

Lawson first presented the hypothesis of the fragile rural church in 2018 aker conducDng 

research with clergy in mulD parish rural dioceses (Lawson, 2022, p.18). She idenDfied marks 

of the fragile rural church which included anxiety about reducing congregaDons, lack of lay 

leaders, few children and young people, the relentless pressure to keep things going and the 

concern about buildings. This hypothesis was criDqued by those who felt it merely 

represented clergy fear, not lay concerns. (Mynors,2019; Wilson, 2019 in Lawson, 2022, p. 

18). Yet subsequent research confirmed that both laity and clergy shared the fragility 

concerns (Lawson, 2022, p.19). 

 

Commiqng to a mixed ecology of church may have unwiqngly created a consumer model 

where people aKend events but don’t serve.  For example, new disciples at Messy Church 

don’t equate to a fully staffed PCC or an increased parish share. There can be new growth 

across the team and sDll a feeling of fragility. I don’t think that mixed ecology creates 

fragility, as Milbank and Davison suggest (2013).  Instead, we realise that creaDng new 

disciples doesn’t guarantee that their vocaDon will be to preserve the tradiDonal church. 

Enabling people to discover faith through new ecclesial communiDes equips people to serve 

and love God where they are – in their families, schools, workplaces, communiDes, in the 

world. We express our faith within community, but our communiDes of faith and worship 

might not be in the church building on a Sunday. Thus, growth doesn’t necessarily equal an 

end to fragility.  
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I think our thirteen-year experiment has been a success. We recognise fragility in some 

tradiDonal congregaDons, but we are not disheartened. We value tradiDonal church and our 

fresh expressions as equal partners, celebraDng the “parity of esteem” that Olsworth-Peter 

describes (2024, p.49). We seek creaDve ways to resource acDviDes in our villages and 

parishes and work in partnership, listening to God and our communiDes  This paKern of 

creaDng new things largely follows the structure outlines by Moynagh, “Time and again we 

saw founders of new ecclesial communiDes being led by the Spirit to listen to their contexts, 

find simple ways to love and serve people, build community with them, provide 

opportuniDes for people to explore following Jesus, encourage tastes of church among those 

coming to faith and then occasionally ‘do it again’” (2017, A serving first journey). This is 

what we do and conDnue to do through our commitment to the mixed ecology.  

 

We are honest about the cost of our acDviDes and invite people to contribute, looking for 

ways to “to ensure the burden of upkeep of a historic building does not fall completely on 

the oken small community whose parish church it forms”(Davidson and Milbank, 2013, Our 

need for a local place).  We encourage communiDes to support their church building through 

fundraising and volunteering. We invite people to take on new responsibiliDes around 

governance and leadership. But the heart of our experiment is the vision to provide 

opportuniDes for all people to worship God, to grow in relaDonship with God, to know they 

are loved and to live out lives of faith wherever they are. The funding is important, but it is 

not the primary focus. The future of the church in the Beaminster Team is not solely about 

preserving buildings or the parish, it is about loving God and loving our neighbours as 

ourselves.  
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In this chapter I have shared the history of our mixed ecology experiment and defined Fresh 

Expressions. I have suggested diversity enables sustainability, if all expressions of church are 

equally valued and nurtured. I have explored that growth may not end fragility.  The next 

chapter outlines the origins and history of one of our fresh expressions, Gin Church. Gin 

Church forms the subject of the case study exploring sustainable church growth. The chapter 

also gives some insight into the current church growth agenda in the Church of England.  
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Chapter 2 Gin Church and the wider narra-ve of Church growth.  

 

2.1 Something new 
 

Gin Church was first conceived in Lent 2019 as part of an outreach project called “Lent in a 

Bag”. We offered a bag of goodies to all the parents at our Messy Church, aker school club 

and community café. In the bag were some ideas for a creaDve Lent and an invitaDon to 

events. I noDce it wasn’t called Gin Church then. That name was created by the first group of 

people who came. The aim was to be a place of discussion for those who liked the Archers, 

might be open to a spiritual discussion and enjoyed a gin and tonic. We met in person at the 

Vicarage, six people came, we drank gin, we didn’t talk about the Archers and we ended up 

discussing MaKhew 25 about sheep and goats. This was because one of the people who 

turned up had spent all day trying to coax a sheep out of a pond and her throw away 

comment about the stupidity of sheep took us to the bible passage.  

 

InviDng parents to other events beyond the fresh expression or outreach event they were 

aKending was a result of asking them how we could further support them in their ChrisDan 

journey. The feedback I got was they wanted to discuss quesDons about faith and stories in 

the bible without their children. This desire related to two of the idenDfying features of 

ecclesial communiDes framed by Moynagh, that Gin Church is contextual, meeDng the needs 

of people where they are and formaDonal, helping people in their discipleship journey. 

(Moynagh, 2017, IntroducDon). Thus, an informal chaqng space was the aim of the first 

invitaDon.  
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Gin Church was also a response to a picture in my mind I repeatedly received when praying 

for mission opportuniDes in the team. It was an image of people gathered around the table 

in my kitchen on a Thursday evening talking. Lings in his book, Seven Sacred Spaces, 

describes the Refectory in the monastery as the heart of the community. Ling suggests that 

future expressions of church might place the refectory at the heart of who they are: 

gathering at the table, sharing stories, building community, offering hospitality, sharing 

scripture (Lings, 2020, pp.104-112). Even though Gin Church is virtual it has the feel of a 

group of people gathered around table. Eventually I decided to be faithful to the image in my 

mind through prayer, perhaps recognising God’s mission. Gin Church was born.  

 

The second meeDng of Gin Church was in November 2019 and was not a success. Just three 

people came of which two were on the organising team. Yet the idea just wouldn’t go away. 

It took unDl 2020 for it to really get off the ground. In the four-week lockdown in November 

2020 we began Gin Church in its third version, this Dme online for just the duraDon of the 

four-week lockdown. Perseverance paid off. People came, people had fun, the structure was 

born.  

 

2.2 The recipe 
 

To create Gin Church, I followed the tried and tested method used in the Beaminster Team 

from the beginning of our missional and fresh expression journey. Pray about what God is 

doing and listen, pray through any new idea, find a team, try it for a fixed period. We had 

prayed it through for years, I had a partner to do the work alongside me, our ordinand who 
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was in training at Sarum college, we set a four-week trial period and off we went. We invited 

people who had been interested before and issued a general invitaDon on Facebook.  

 

At the height of Covid our Beaminster Team social media became the heart of our 

communicaDon (www.facebook.com/BeaminsterTeam).  We posted twice a day every day, 

with reflecDons, pictures, prayer, discussion, chat. Posts regularly reached hundreds of 

views. This vibrant interacDve space was the place to invite people to Gin Church.  

 

Gin Church has a structure. The opening part is based on the spiritual pracDce of the 

Examen. This is our gathering focus. It enables every person to speak which helps the group 

dynamics and prevents the discussion being dominated by louder people. I was inspired to 

choose the Examen because it is a daily part of my spiritual pracDce and I hoped that by 

sharing the examen it might become “a way of sharing ourselves with the group” (Linn, 

1995, p.35). Each person is invited to share the highs and lows of the week that has just 

gone. This is an invitaDon not an expectaDon. We also clarify that parDcipants decide how 

personal they want to be. They can share something frivolous or deep, that is their choice. 

Generally, this structure works well. Everyone gets a chance to speak and to centre 

themselves in the week that has gone before. It also reflects the spiritual value of 

recognising God at work in the everydayness of life.  

 

The second secDon is word. We share a passage of scripture together, reading it out loud 

from a shared screen of the text. I send out the text the day before so people are prepared 
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and can read ahead if they want. We have used many different organising features for our 

bible study. We have studied parables, a whole Gospel, books of the New and Old 

Testament. We have used Lent books and Advent reflecDons. And we most regularly tend to 

look at the Gospel from the lecDonary, studying it in advance of the Sunday. This means that 

if Gin Church members come to Sunday congregaDons, they have already encountered the 

Gospel which makes it more accessible. It also gives this overworked rural minister a place to 

explore the Gospel in a community of faith before wriDng a sermon on a Saturday.  

 

We explore scripture by asking quesDons and dialoguing with it and with each other. Our 

first quesDon is always, what has sDrred you or disturbed you in the passage today. We then 

discuss, reflect, ask quesDons and aKempt to relate the themes to our own lives.  

 

The third secDon of Gin Church is prayer. We bring to the whole group people and situaDons 

that we want to offer in prayer. We share our needs and intenDons out loud and then I hold 

them all in prayer together. This is oken a very profound and sDll Dme together. I have long 

been struck by the power of silence on Zoom. Suddenly the boxes of people are sDll. The 

silence gathers us and protects us.  

 

Aker the four-week lockdown in November 2020 we asked those who were aKending 

whether they would like to carry on. There was a resounding yes and so Gin Church in its 

current form was born. We meet weekly on Zoom for an hour on a Thursday evening in term 

Dme only. We someDmes meet in person socially or to do fundraising with funds split 
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between chariDes and the church. A number now aKend worship more regularly on a 

Sunday.  

 

Since November 2020 we have had twenty different members. We have been to the 

ordinaDons of two of our founder members. Part of their vocaDonal journey was in Gin 

Church and they are now priests in the Church of England. Two of our Gin Church members 

chose to be bapDsed. One other Gin Church member was bapDsed having aKended Sunday 

congregaDons and then joined Gin Church to meet other younger people. All three 

subsequently went on to be confirmed with Gin sisters in aKendance and supporDng. One of 

our Gin sisters has had a baby, one of our Gin sisters has got married, one has got divorced, 

and sadly one of our Gin sisters died. Our Gin Church community have supported each other 

through these life events as well as illness, house moves, family challenges, new jobs, career 

changes, menopause and the everyday ups and downs of life. We have raised over £2000 for 

charity and the church.  

 

Gin Church feels like church growth to me. There is numeric growth: new bapDsms and 

confirmaDons, new people worshipping and growth in community. The numbers only tell 

part of the story. In the next part of the chapter I look briefly at current wriDng about 

alternaDve models of church growth and seek to find where Gin Church might fit.  
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2.3 A reflec-on on church growth literature 
 

Looking at the Church of England website when searching about Church growth takes us first 

to research conducted ten years ago, From Anecdote to Evidence (Church of England, 2014). 

The research looks at growth across three dimensions: growth in depth of holiness and 

discipleship, growth in numbers and growth in impact and jusDce. (Anecdote to Evidence, 

2014, p5) These three dimensions: discipleship, numbers and impact give a wider measure 

of growth than purely numbers.  

 

The report suggests that there are some factors that seem to encourage church growth. 

These include intenDonality around discipleship, good leadership, self-reflecDon, a clear 

mission and involvement of lay people (Anecdote to Evidence, 2014, p.8). It is also noted 

that mulDple churches grouped together under a single leader are more likely to decline and 

that “Churches are more likely to grow when there is one leader for one community.” 

(Anecdote to Evidence, 2014, p8). Gin Church is unlike other churches in the Beaminster 

team in that it has one leader and meets weekly. Parishes on the team rota don’t all meet 

every week and are likely to have a different leader every Sunday.  

 

The execuDve summary suggests that there is no one conclusive model for church growth, 

and that context is everything. Professor David Voas suggests “Growth is a product of good 

leadership (lay and ordained) working with a willing set of churchgoers in a favourable 

environment” (Anecdote to Evidence, 2014, p.7). It is a parDcularly vague conclusion, but it 
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gives space to suggest that a Kingdom model of church growth would be as valid as a 

numeric model of growth, given that context is important.  

 

The Vision and Strategy of the Church of England puts growth as a target of current church 

life. The vision for the Church of England is rooted firmly in the person of Christ and in 

mission. There are clear and bold outcomes, including numeric targets around growth, for 

example ten thousand new Chrisitan communiDes by 2030 (Church of England.org, Vision 

and Strategy, 2024).  This clear expectaDon of numeric growth can feel very overwhelming 

for church communiDes and leaders.  

 

Many voices criDque the managerialism and secular business speak on which the vision and 

strategy is founded. Davison and Milbank (2013) argue against secular management 

strategies employed in the Church of England Vision and Strategy.  Percy (2023) heavily 

criDques the leadership of the church and its growth agenda. He suggests managerialism 

and leadership is “shaped by outdated capitalist and corporate management rhetoric” 

(Percy, 2023, p.465). Aisthorpe (2020, pp. 156-179) and Aldous (2022, pp. 43-66) argue that 

pace of change is problemaDc and doesn’t give enough Dme for sustainable growth to occur.   

 

Bishop Francis-Dehqani (2024) argues that to constantly seek growth risks missing the 

creaDvity of fragility. BarreK and Harley (2020, pp.63-73) criDque church growth for is power 

and exploitaDon. Turner (Sarum, 2024) echoes this exploitaDve nature of church growth and 

the dominant economic narraDve likening it to plantaDon economics. Jeremiah (2021) 
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cauDons against aggressive church growth and potenDal exploitaDon, ciDng “culturally 

insensiDve mission pracDces of the past” (Jeremiah, 2021.)  ResisDng the Vision and Strategy 

of church growth can take us to slow mission, rewilding, Save the Parish and Kingdom 

theology. All very different alternaDves.  

 

2.4 The fragile and declining church 
 

The growth agenda is a response to decline. Simon Jenkins wriDng in the Guardian about the 

care of church buildings suggests “The Church of England is out of its depth. It is pretending 

that it can turn the Dde of decline with evangelism and so refill churches with people.” 

(Jenkins, The Guardian, 2024). Church staDsDcs tell a sorry tale. The 2022 StaDsDcs for 

Mission report (Eames, 2023) say that the Worshipping community, those who aKend 

church ‘regularly’, once a month of more, has declined from 1.1 million in 2019 to 984,000 in 

2022. This translates to just 1.7% of the populaDon of England (Eames, 2023, p.7). The 

census data from 2021 confirms a naDonal picture of declining faith, “For the first Dme in a 

census of England and Wales, less than half of the populaDon (46.2%, 27.5 million people) 

described themselves as “ChrisDan”, a 13.1 percentage point decrease from 59.3% (33.3 

million) in 2011” (ONS, 2022, p1)  

 

There is a decline in faith and in church aKendance. The demographic of rural church 

congregaDons is also aging. 35.6 % of the worshipping community is over 70 years old 

(Eames, 2023, p7). About 18% of the populaDon in England and Wales is over 65 (Our aging 

populaDon, 2023). If our church congregaDons were to reflect wider society we would 
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expect to see more younger people. Thus, an aging church populaDon may be cause for 

concern, parDcularly when coupled with a declining church congregaDon. Lawson cites this 

as one of the marks of the fragile church (Lawson, 2023, Conclusion) 

 

Decline can make us feel fragile, connecDng into Lawson’s Fragile church moDf (Lawson, 

2018, 2023).  Talking to congregaDons locally some fear that within the next five or ten years 

they will all be gone. They are concerned who will keep the church building in good repair 

and who will conDnue to aKend worship and maintain tradiDon once they have gone to 

glory. Arising from this panic about who will keep the church going is a sense of scarcity. Very 

quickly this fear becomes the default thinking for congregaDons. It dominates discussions 

and PCC agendas. We forget that God gives abundantly, that Jesus came for us to have life in 

all its fullness, (John 10:10) and we become preoccupied about clinging on to what is lek.  

 

Olsworth-Peter, wriDng about the need for both tradiDonal and new expressions of church 

to recognise and affirm each other suggests it is difficult to develop a “parity of esteem” in a 

“narraDve of scarcity (whether of money, roles or appointments), and it can quickly feel like 

the survival of the fiKest” (Olsworth-Peter, 2024, p48). As resurrecDon people we need to 

develop a beKer resilience about decline, closure and death. Decline is not necessarily 

failure.  

 

Bishop Francis-Deqhani suggests that decline might bring opportunity. She comments “The 

language of Vision and Strategy risks ignoring the reality of frailty, brokenness, sin – all of 
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which can of course be redeemed, but it risks missing the blessings in that which is small and 

vulnerable and marginal.” (Francis-Deqhani, 2024) She pondered in her plenary lecture at 

The Church Times FesDval of Preaching whether it is the call of the church to be successful in 

the world’s terms, or instead to “be intenDonal in our faithfulness and prayerful in the 

present moment.” (Francis-Deqhani, 2024). She goes on to reference the remnant of the 

ChrisDan church in Iran who conDnue to exist, despite being Dny in number and persecuted.  

 

Church decline might be an opportunity where something new can happen. “What if we 

have things to learn during a season in which we’re smaller, more marginal and less 

influenDal?” Francis-Deqhani asks. (2024) BarreK and Harley also challenge the view that 

small is failure, suggesDng that conDnued focus on growth deludes us and tempts us into 

believing we have the “power of the provider” (BarreK and Harley, 2020, p.69). Decline 

might be an opportunity, not a failure.  

 

2.5 Growth and money.  
 

The quesDon I ponder Dme and Dme again is why church growth is defined in shorthand as 

“bums on seats and money in the plate.” It suggests church growth is less about faith and 

more about money.  When church finances are linked to the number of people who aKend, 

as in the case of Church of England parish share, then growth becomes automaDcally linked 

to money. Money is connected in two ways to growth and parish share. Firstly, the parish 

share feels more burdensome if the church declines. Costs conDnue to rise and the cost is 
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borne by fewer people. Hence the fragility around resources and the potenDal panic it 

induces. A theology of scarcity rather than abundance.  

 

Secondly, if a church does grow and records a greater number of people in their 

congregaDon, then the share also increases, because share is linked in part to the number of 

people we record aKending church. Thus, growth becomes both the soluDon and a penalty. 

Grow and you can split the bill between more people. Grow and the bill will get larger. Percy 

suggests that finances and especially concern around parish share, or quota as he describes, 

is a cause of fricDon and concern. It can feel like a tax or a punishment, “collected in a 

manner almost medieval in character” (Percy, 2023, p.455). 

 

The other connecDon between growth and finance is the money to fund development in the 

Church of England, currently known as Strategic Mission and Ministry Investment (SMMI). 

Any monetary investment is subject to growth targets, which are short term and potenDally 

hard to meet. Aldous explores this conundrum, of “urgency and speed” (Aldous, 2022, p46) 

arguing that is it problemaDc that funding requires church growth in smaller and smaller 

Dmeframes. (Aldous, 2022, p49).  

 

2.6 The God who walks slowly 
 

Aldous reflects on Koyama’s wriDng on Dme, on God’s Dme being different to our own Dme, 

on the walking pace “where we walk, we see, we feel, smell and hear so many interesDng 

things”. (Koyama in Aldous, 2022, p60). Aldous explores growth focused on depth, 
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storytelling, lives being changed, hospitality and service. (2022, pp.30-60) This place of 

slowness, of community, of storytelling, of measuring joy, of seeing growth at a walking pace 

and reflecDng truly on the work God is doing is so aKracDve and is much of what I think Gin 

Church is about.  

 

I am insDncDvely aKracted to a slower pace of church growth, focusing on depth of 

discipleship, lives being changed, telling the story of people. It feels a more sustainable way 

of living and leading. This diversity of measurements, not merely economic, sits with the 

contextual view of growth outlined in From Anecdote to Evidence.  

 

2.7 Being Interrupted 
 

In Being Interrupted, Harley and BarreK reflect on tradiDonal economies of church that 

shape the Church of England. They explore three temptaDons that a giving out church might 

demonstrate, the power of the provider, the power of performance and the power of the 

possessor. They criDque these tradiDonal economies, suggesDng that “these dominant 

economies both set up and reinforce power-laden divisions(..)that mimic the power 

dynamics of empire and colonialism” (BarreK and Harley,2020, p72). This is a powerful 

argument that resonates with Carlton Turner’s observaDon of the church growth model 

being linked to a plantaDon model of economics.  

 

Their alternaDve is for churches to look towards a third economy, which they call “being 

interrupted”. Here the church models the language of gik, to “stand alongside others in 
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propheDc and life-generaDng tension” (BarreK and Harley, 2020, p129). The third economy 

produces a church that is neither “anxious about its survival” or overflowing in “self-saDsfied 

abundance”. “Instead, it rejoices in its radical insufficiency.” (BarreK and Harley, 2020, p130). 

Again, I find this hugely aKracDve as a model, parDcularly as the model challenges power, 

racism and areas of exclusion within the church. It also criDques the concept of church 

growth being predominantly about self-replicaDon, just to keep the same show on the road. 

 

In this model perhaps the church loosens its hold on replicaDng as the primary driver for 

strategy and acDvity. In this model we might abandon church growth altogether because 

there is something more holy to be concerned with, working with our communiDes and 

empowering a radical agenda for change and jusDce.   

 

2.8 Rewilding the Church 
 

Rewilding the Church takes the metaphor of rewilding nature and applies it to church. 

Growth is sDll at the heart of what church is about, but it is less about growth being strategic 

and managed and more about an abandonment to the creaDvity of God. Aisthope explores 

what a commitment to being rather than doing might look and feel like, suggesDng we might 

want to focus on “who does God want us to be?” (Aisthorpe, 2020, p166) The thought of a 

church seqng itself a “to be” list is again aKracDve. He suggests that relaDonship with Christ 

is a model for ChrisDan life that we should root into. We should abandon ideas of “saving the 

church” and reject mission as the sole focus of our church life, because it keeps us focused 
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on a mistaken conversaDon “about saving our story called church” (Roxborough in Aisthorpe, 

2020, p46).  

 

Aisthorpe reinforces relaDonship and vocaDon and being and doing less, rejecDng the 

economic model of church growth. “Our calling is not to be aKenders or consumers, but to 

be accomplices of Jesus, partners with God. The church will be renewed because we are 

renewed and the Church is us” (Aisthorpe, 2020, p.49). Aisthorpe doesn’t completely reject 

the idea of growth, but instead focuses on our growth, our flourishing as ChrisDans and the 

impact we have in the world because of who we are in Christ. This sits alongside the 

discipleship idea in Lawson(2022) and Foster(2016) and the prioriDes of Gin Church where 

developing faith and confidence in who we are in Christ is one of the primary drivers for the 

community exisDng.  

 

2.9 The Once and Future Parish 
 

Milbank also considers church growth but with the agenda of embracing the parish as the 

primary form of pastoral care, teaching and growth and rejecDng both managerialism and 

mixed ecology. Milbank holds a nostalgic and romanDc view of the role of the parish as taken 

up by the Save the Parish movement. (Milbank, 2023) 

 

Milbank is passionate about acDve vibrant parishes being at the heart of mission and growth 

and she dots her narraDve with liKle stories of success. She has a yearning to go back to the 

“richly successful Anglicanism of the first half of the twenDeth century” (Milbank, 2023, 
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p.127). I share her desire to reject economic models of church growth, and celebrate the 

parish system, but I suggest that sustainable church growth will come through mixed 

ecology, not solely the parish.  

 

This chapter gives the history of Gin Church which is the subject of the case study. An 

overview is shared of some of the recent literature around church growth, focusing 

predominantly on authors who offer an alternaDve view of growth beyond a purely 

economic model. They suggest growth might be slower, more organic, linked to jusDce and 

focused on faith, discipleship and our idenDty in Christ rather than just numbers.  

Chapter three looks at the methodology used in this case study of Gin Church.  
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Chapter 3 Methodology – providing the framework 
 

3.1 A mixed method case study 
 

Case study methodology allowed me to explore Gin Church in depth with open quesDons 

and storytelling, through thick descripDon of the history of the community and through 

qualitaDve research carried out with six Gin Church parDcipants. The case study 

methodology gave space for the opportunity to discover ideas and stories that would 

enlighten my invesDgaDon on sustainable church growth, whilst recognising that “the 

intervenDon being evaluated has no single clear set of outcomes.” (Yin, 2017, p.18).  

 

Case study methodology permits space for a “construcDvist view” of church growth at Gin 

Church rather than a posiDvist paradigm. (Given, 2008, p592). I sense there is more than one 

story to tell about church growth. In the case study I offer thick descripDon of the history of 

Gin Church and its place within the mixed ecology of the Beaminster Team. Mowat reminds 

us that “without locaDng the story within the wider context, it cannot even be parDally 

understood.” (Mowat, 2022, p385). This background of the mixed ecology of the Beaminster 

Team in Chapter 1 and the history of Gin Church in Chapter 2 aKempt to locate Gin Church in 

the wider context of the team and more broadly in fresh expressions and mixed ecology.  

 

I conducted qualitaDve research based on interview quesDons discerning the stories of ‘the 

how and why’ of being part of Gin Church. I reflected on my own part in the story of Gin 

Church using autoethnographic reflecDon. I used inducDve or boKom-up analysis to see 

what emerged from the data collected, organising the themes as I discovered them (Aldous, 
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2019, p.97) These themes or “golden threads” (Aldous, 2024, in supervision conversaDon) 

alongside a biblical framework based on two Kingdom parables helped me organise the data 

and tell the story.  

 

3.2 A hermeneu-c of suspicion 
 

Goodhew suggests that “seeking numeric growth is intrinsic to being faithful to Christ.” 

(Goodhew(ed), 2015, p.6). I agree that numeric growth is part of the story, but only part. To 

be limited to only observing numbers suggests a narrow view of Kingdom economics that is 

resonant with only seeing worth in aKendance. Looking for wider aspects of flourishing is 

much more aKracDve. Thus, as I came to shape my case study of Gin Church, I already knew 

that I had a suspicion about a purely numeric or economic measure of church growth. I was 

looking to discover more than numbers. I also knew, before I started to shape the case study 

and begin ethnographic research, that there were stories of growth to be shared.  

 

3.3 Shaping ques-ons 
 

Knowing that growth would be evident in Gin Church helped me frame my quesDons around 

‘how’ and ‘why’ have we seen church growth, rather than ‘if’ and ‘how much’. The how and 

why quesDons led me towards a methodology of case study as I sought to review a 

“contemporary set of events”, the Gin Church community. (Yin, 2017, p.130) I could have 

directed my case study towards other fresh expressions in the team, but Gin Church is the 

one I have the most direct contact with and the one which, I suspected had some interesDng 

data and stories to offer.  
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A literature review of church growth wriDng, from both a posiDve and criDcal view of 

numeric growth helped shape my quesDons. My primary guide for conducDng ethnographic 

research was Ethnography as Pastoral PracDce by Mary Clark Moschella(2023). My primary 

research quesDon was seeking to discovering a more sustainable and expansive model of 

church growth than the economic model. In the quesDonnaire my quesDons were. 

• How did you become part of the Gin Church community?  

• What do you think Gin Church does?  

• How is Gin Church useful to you?   

• Why do you aKend Gin Church or why do you no longer aKend Gin Church?   

• How has Gin Church changed your faith?   

• How does Gin Church relate to the churches in the Beaminster Area Team?   

 

3.4 Asking the ques-ons 
 

To reflect on Gin Church as a case study for sustainable church growth I conducted 

interviews with six members of Gin Church. The interviewees were chosen to reflect a 

spectrum of age, previous church experience and level of parDcipaDon in Gin Church. Some 

had been part of Gin Church since the beginning, others more recently joined. The 

interviews were conducted during January 2025. Five of the six interviews were conducted 

in person, one on Zoom. The interviewees received the quesDons in advance. Some had 

clearly prepared for the interviews as if it was a job interview (Neary, 2025, ReflecDon 
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journal), taking their role as parDcipants in research very seriously. Some had made notes for 

their answers. Others treated the process much more as a chat. All had read the ethics 

guidance sheet and agreed to their contribuDons being wriKen about in this dissertaDon.  

 

As I look back in my journal, I was clearly nervous about conducDng these interviews. I was 

concerned about whether the things I suspected about Gin Church would truly be revealed. 

There were nerves amongst the parDcipants too. One was concerned over the audio 

recording being made; another was worried about whether she would give the ‘’right” 

answers. (Neary, 2025). This nervousness perhaps revealed how important the process of 

interviewing was to all of us.  

 

On reflecDon perhaps the use of quesDons made the situaDon too formal. Moschella 

reflects, “In ethnographic listening, we strive to create a safe place for honest reflecDon in 

which new connecDons can be forged”. (2023, p.170). It felt safe because we knew each 

other. Yet if a recording device was triggering, or quesDons in advance produced a script of 

answers, would the process become self-defeaDng, smothering the answers and silencing 

the story. The data collected and analysed in Chapter 5 will ulDmately decide if honest 

reflecDon was achieved.  

 

“In ethnographic listening, we strive to make room for all kinds of stories – stories that 

comfort and affirm and stories that challenge or disturb us” (Moschella, 2023, p.171). I 

hoped the interview process made enough room for stories to be told. This was a quesDon I 
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pondered in my journal at the Dme. Yet as I reflect on wriDng a couple of months later, I can 

see that stories were told and truths revealed, and the context was safe enough for honest 

reflecDon and new connecDons to be forged. 

 

Once the interviews were recorded, I made notes in my journal about the experience and 

the feelings each interview created in me. I was able to “puzzle over stories and allow them 

to work on you a bit” (Moschella, 2023, p.190). I was surprised about the emoDonal 

reacDons the interviews created in both me and the parDcipants. There were oken tears 

from both of us. There was laughter. There was honesty and checking that it was okay to be 

honest. The conversaDon always wandered away from the quesDons too. Every parDcipant 

described something about faith and what God was doing in their lives. I was privileged to 

share intensely personal reflecDons as part of the listening process. So many of the stories 

that were shared aren’t reflected in this research because they aren’t necessarily answers to 

the quesDons I asked. Yet they are stories that now shape how I pastorally relate to those 

women as part of Gin Church and will possibly shape the future of our Gin Church 

community.  

 

The interviews were recorded and then transcribed through Microsok Word. These rough 

and ready transcripts were then edited by me for correcDons. I reread my journal entries. I 

prayed about the process. I discussed my feelings with my spiritual director. I spent Dme 

being immersed in the data, resisDng the temptaDon to analyse too quickly. Moschella 

advises students to “immerse yourself in it all.” (Moschella, 2023, p194). I tried to do this 

and not rush on. 
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The stories people told stuck in my mind. Analysis was undertaken through the transcripts 

by highlighDng answers to each quesDon and cuqng and pasDng them into a table. I also 

looked for themes in the data by searching key words.  

 

Key words included the words from the case study Dtle, “sustainable, church, growth” along 

with key words that came up frequently in interviews, eg “learning, faith, safe, nice, trust, 

family”. The key phrases were placed in a table and then quotes were used as headings to 

structure the data and stories.  

 

I have tried to anonymise any recognisable situaDons. Through the process of conducDng the 

interviews, listening to the recordings, amending the transcripts for accuracy, carrying out 

word searches, cuqng and pasDng phrases into the table I became very familiar with the 

transcripts and the key threads that emerged for me. Spending Dme with the data was like 

spending Dme with the people themselves. It became like an extended Gin Church session.  

 

My supervisor advised me to look for the golden threads. Moschella suggests that themaDc 

analysis is finding the “stars in the sky” (Moschella, 2023, p.203). As headings for the 

research, I have used either quotes from the Kingdom parables in MaKhew 13 or quotes 

from the Gin sisters themselves.  
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3.5 Telling a story I am part of 
 

Listening to the research about Gin Church is about telling a story. A story that I am part of. 

This poses a challenge. As Mowat suggests, “The qualitaDve interviewer is listening to the 

story rather than telling it” (Mowat, 2022, p382). Much as I am keen to present a posiDve 

story about Gin Church, through choosing to interview parDcipants, I am also helping, as a 

parDcipant observer, to create the truth that each respondent brings through their 

interview. I am aware that collecDng the stories of Gin Church may reveal a story that is 

different to the one I think needs to be told. As Mason reminds us, taking qualitaDve 

research seriously means recognising that “acDve reflexivity” is key, recognising that the 

researcher is never neutral or objecDve. (Mason, 2002, p7)  

 

My insider status meant it was necessary to set clear boundaries around sensiDve 

informaDon revealed in interviews. Interviews were anonymised and pseudonyms used for 

each parDcipant. Data was collected and transcribed only by me and seen only by me, my 

supervisor and marker. Ethics permission was sought from Sarum College and each 

parDcipant completed a consent form.  

 

There are posiDves to an insider status. I already had “high trust” relaDonships with those 

being interviewed and good access to potenDal interviewees. (Given, 2008, p.433) But I 

recognised that I would have ongoing contact with my interviewees as their vicar at Gin 

Church and beyond. I checked with each interviewee to see if they had any concerns about 
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this. This inDmacy of relaDonship might have also meant that people were keen to avoid 

anything too criDcal or personal. I reassured them that they could say anything, good or bad.  

 

“QualitaDve research should produce explanaDons or arguments, rather than claiming to 

offer mere descripDons.” (Mason, 2002, p7). Through the process of interviewing, 

transcribing, key word searches, puqng key phrases into tables, reflecDng on stories and 

valuing and examining feelings and finally using themes and biblical reflecDon to shape the 

data,  I was looking to produce something that wasn’t just about what Gin Church is and 

does, but sought to make connecDons to sustainable church growth in a wider context.  

 

3.6 Being curious 
 

Wigg- Stevenson reflects that autoethnography is important as a tool to map how the 

theologian is involved in the field of research. Being so inDmately involved in Gin Church 

shaped the study and the quesDons posed. The responses from the interviews framed what I 

was able to see. (Wigg-Stevenson, 2014, p.11). There was cauDon as I interviewed Gin 

Church people. I hoped it would be easy to understand each other. Yet the “mutual 

knowledge” we shared about Gin Church might have meant that familiariDes “risks allowing 

exactly the peculiariDes of one’s own culture to slip out of sight.” (Wadel, 2014, p.27 in 

Felter, 2022, p379) Remaining curious and open minded was my aKempt to miDgate the 

familiarity.  
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It was important that I didn’t approach the interviews, or the findings revealed in them as 

telling me something I already knew. I needed to be prepared for what might seem different 

and what might be challenging for me. I considered, but discounted, whether using an 

outsider to help me analyse the data revealed in the quesDonnaires might help me see 

things that I miss. I did choose to share with an outsider any of the responses that provoked 

a personal response in me. I kept a field journal and used my spiritual director to discuss 

emoDonal or difficult reacDons to the process or data 

 

3.7 Changed for good 
 

Whilst conducDng the research interviews I happened to have a spiritual direcDon session. I 

was asked what was making my soul sing currently, ‘the joy of hearing the stories of Gin 

Church’ was my reply. This process brought me much joy, hearing what God has been doing 

in my Gin sisters and our community.  Even if the process didn’t reveal anything new, I had 

already realised that there was joy to be found in appreciaDng the community and God’s 

acDvity within us.  

 

Each parDcipant talked about what next for Gin Church, even though that wasn’t one of the 

quesDons. It was clear that each woman had an idea, a thought, a possibility that should be 

shared more widely. Moschella suggests “Empowered parDcipants are likely to become 

more creaDve and commiKed partners in the shared faith and praxis of the congregaDon” 

(Moschella, 2023, p.191). By listening to a group of women during qualitaDve research for 

my MA, the actual benefit is not just a dissertaDon but recognising what these empowered 
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women have the potenDal to contribute to the life of Gin Church, the wider community of 

faith in the Beaminster Team and the Kingdom of God. In the musical Wicked, Elphaba and 

Glinda, two unlikely friends, realise that through listening to each other and through their 

friendship they are changed. “I have been changed for good” they sing (Schwartz, Greydog 

Music, 2003). Through the process of listening to the Gin sisters, I have been changed for 

good.  

 

In this chapter I describe the methodology of case study and the qualitaDve research I 

undertook. The purpose of the case study and the ethnographic enquiry was to discover 

how Gin Church is sustainable church growth. I wanted to consider growth as more than just 

numbers. I sought to reveal what growth meant for the Gin sisters. I looked for the why and 

how of church growth in this fresh expression community. I did this by asking quesDons, and 

by listening to their stories, by searching through the data for key words and by reflecDng on 

the data with the biblical guidance of the parable of the mustard seed and leaven. I looked 

for the threads of gold, the moments of clarity, the stories that revealed something about 

growth in its widest holisDc definiDon.   

 

This chapter has summarised my choice of methodology as I sought to create a case study 

about Gin Church. The next chapter outlines a biblical framework for growth which became 

one of the lenses through which I viewed the data.  
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Chapter 4 A biblical framework for church growth.  
 

4.1 Finding a different lens 
 

If I seek to criDque and reject an economic model of church growth, what model might I use 

instead? Turner suggests a Kingdom model, focusing on relaDonships rather than numbers. 

He alludes to Isaiah 11:16 – where the wolf (or lion is his rephrase), lies down with the lamb. 

Yet it wasn’t prophecy I turned to, instead the parables of the Kingdom.  

 

4.2 Parables of growth 
 

MaKhew Chapter 13 contain parables which provide metaphors about growth that move us 

away from economics. In these parables we might find a framework for evaluaDng whether 

church growth is happening and is sustainable. I am focusing my aKenDon on the parable of 

the mustard seed and the yeast, MaKhew 13:31-33. These parables relate strongly to the 

rural context in which I minister.  

 

Parables are stories that offer something of the mystery of God. Jesus uses stories to teach, 

to illustrate, perhaps to condemn, but also to enDce curiosity. We can’t always nail down 

their definiDons. Thus, they become images, invitaDons for our own imaginaDon. Talbert 

suggests a “performaDve purpose of parables that shaKer the old world and point towards 

something new” (Talbert, 2010, p.120). There is a performaDve purpose for Jesus here in the 

first century, talking about the Kingdom of God, but perhaps also a performaDve purpose for 

us in creaDng an alternaDve view on church growth in the twenty first century.  
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Uytanlet suggests parables give an open invitaDon to consider yourself in the story, where 

the story is less about personal condemnaDon or shame, but more about loving 

confrontaDon and being invited to parDcipate in mystery (Uytanlet, 2017, p.60). The 

parables of the mustard seed and yeast invite the possibility of telling the stories of growth, 

welcome, hospitability and transformaDon rather than merely just recording a set of 

aKendance figures.  

 

4.3 A model of equality and inclusion 
 

The parable of the mustard seed and yeast are a pair. One man plants a seed, one woman 

mixes the yeast. The pairing of male and female and the generosity of welcome “hint at the 

inclusivity of God’s Kingdom” (Howes, 2019, p.357). Noone is excluded in this model of 

growth. This inclusivity of measuring subverts the economic model which focuses solely on 

output. 

 

4.4 Expansion 
 

The parable of the mustard seed describes something small, a seed, that goes on to grow 

beyond the physical possibiliDes of their small beginning. The Kingdom of heaven or the 

Kingdom of God is described like the small thing that grows. Powell suggests that ‘basilea’, 

translated as Kingdom might be beKer understood as reign or rule, something that is an 

acDon rather than a concrete place (Powell,2023, p.14). Uytamet interprets this as a growing 

recogniDon of God’s kingship (Uytamet, 2017, p.62). Talbert recognises this growth as “God’s 
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eschatological triumph in the whole of creaDon”, reminding us of the eternal and wide 

impact of growth and our invitaDon to be part of it (Talbert, 2010, p.120). Recognising God’s 

rule, God’s values, God’s acDvity in the world might be a beKer way of poinDng out church 

growth. It is less about numbers, more about the expansion of the Kingdom.  

 

4.5 Sustainability 
 

The parables of the mustard seed and the yeast can be seen as metaphors for sustainability 

as well as telling us something about the nature of the Kingdom of God. The growth of the 

seed and the raising of the leaven produces something that then goes on to sustain and 

mulDply something else.  

 

The mustard seed grows into a tree that provides a place, and food, for the birds. The tree is 

messy, bush like, overgrown. It is not the vastly tall cedar of Lebanon, nor the ancient oak of 

Mamre. This a weed that is put to work. AccommodaDon is important, there is a home here. 

The provision tells us something about the Kingdom, “the point is that the kingdom of God 

provides shelter to all those included under its shadow” (Howes, 2019, p.360). The mustard 

tree was well known in the ancient world for its healing properDes. Thus, the Kingdom might 

be about hospitality, shelter, accommodaDon, food and healing (Howes, 2019, p.362). 

 

4.6 Transforma-on 
 

The yeast transforms the flour into bread, to feed others (Howes, 2018, p.365). There is 

purpose and outcome in the transformaDon. The sizes are incongruous: “Dny beginning and 
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a sizeable ending” (Talbert, 2010, p.122). The smallest seed, the greatest shrub, three 

measures of flour is about 60 pounds of flour, enough to feed 100 people. The Kingdom 

appears to be defined as an abundance of food, generous hospitality, more than we need. 

This helps us counteract the fragility concerns that dominate church growth narraDve. If we 

have confidence in the abundance of God’s Kingdom, we might feel more confident about 

how the church reflects the Kingdom and recognise the growth, even when we feel small. 

 

Growth can’t go on for ever. From an ecological perspecDve constant economic growth is in 

danger of destroying the planet. Tönsing hints at a double meaning in the parable, both 

growth and contaminaDon, which criDques a growth at any price economic Kingdom 

dominance. With the double meaning exposed, the parables then give “inspiraDon during an 

ecological crisis.” (Tönsing, 2023, p.71). The leaven becomes the small-scale changes in 

ecological renewal; the mustard seeds are small acts of resistance having a big impact. 

(Tönsing, 2023, p.72). Using the parables as an alternaDve tool to evaluate growth is 

subversive, challenging the dominant naDonal Church and Diocesan economic narraDve.  

 

4.7 An alterna-ve framework 
 

I am drawn to these parables because they suggest an organic model of growth where 

growth is less well defined but named when it is seen. The life of seeds and yeast and baking 

and feeding and sustaining and welcoming are not concrete ways of measuring or defining 

growth yet seem more exciDng and possible than economic models. They also seem kinder, 
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more realisDc and recognise a cycle of growth and decline. The birds will nest then fledge, 

the bread is eaten, the cycle starts again.  

 

This chapter has used two Kingdom parables as a potenDal framework for idenDfying church 

growth. They offer an alternaDve to the more concrete output measurements of the 

economic model. I argue that the Kingdom parables give a messier yet kinder framework 

with which to evaluate growth.  

 

In the next chapter, as I explore the stories of Gin Church, I use the parables of the mustard 

seed and yeast to reflect on the growth we see. I look for expansion, for evidence of small 

becoming larger, for glimmers of hospitality, refuge, welcome, accommodaDon. I recognise 

the yeast leavening the flour and search for evidence of transformaDon in the lives of 

families, communiDes and churches. I look for creaDve, inclusive, subversive and 

transforming stories of growth that sustain the wider life of the Beaminster Team.  
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Chapter 5 – The Kingdom of heaven is like Gin Church?  
 

This chapter reflects on the voices of the women from Gin Church who parDcipated in the 

interviews. The headings for each theme are either golden threads revealed in the stories 

they shared or come from the biblical framework in Chapter 4. Throughout these interviews 

I am reflecDng on what aspects of sustainable church growth are revealed through looking at 

Gin Church.  

 

5.1 “Easier to click a Zoom link than walk through a church door” (Alice) 
 

Of the six women interviewed, three responded to a social media invitaDon to come to Gin 

Church when it first started, and three were personally invited following conversaDons with 

me about how to explore or deepen faith. Only two of the interviewees knew each other 

before coming to Gin Church, the rest met as part of the Gin Church community. I knew all 

the Gin Church members through school, church and community connecDons.  

 

When discerning why people came to Gin Church, the absence of regular Sunday church 

aKendance was menDoned. Freya reflects that “because I wasn’t aKending church there was 

a gap”. Della said, “I wanted to come because my aKendance at church was sporadic”. Alice 

menDoned how shik work meant regular Sunday aKendance wasn’t always possible. For her, 

Thursday evening “It fits around kind of, umm, work quite nicely.” She also reflected that it 

was “Easier to click a Zoom link than walk through a church door, even if you aren’t sure 

what is on the other side. You can click out quicker on Zoom. In person church can be a bit 

overwhelming in small communiDes, where you can’t go unnoDced. But on zoom you can 
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mute yourself, just listen, choose to parDcipate or not.” Personal invitaDon and accessibility 

seem key to Gin Church.  

 

5.2 Numbers 
 

Of the six people interviewed only CharloKe and Alice regularly came to church on a Sunday 

when they joined Gin Church. Those two have conDnued with regular Sunday aKendance, 

and Della has joined them monthly at the 8am BCP communion service. The other three 

aKend formal church worship less regularly, but when they do go, they are keen to go 

alongside other Gin Church aKenders. Eva reflected having aKended the crib service with 

her wider family at Christmas 2024, “And you know, when we went to church on Christmas 

Eve, it was so lovely. We were sat there and there was like one aker another (Gin Church 

abenders) came in and everyone had a big hug and it was, it was just really nice.”  

 

Every year we offer our Mission StaDsDcs to the church. We count the number of people 

who come to church on a Sunday. This measurement is part of the economic model of 

church growth. Gin Church has had a small impact on Sunday aKendance, encouraging one 

person from our sample of six to aKend more regularly.   The three members of our Gin 

Church sample who aKend on Sundays are counted in the worshipping community of the 

parish church.  

 

Yet, we don’t count Gin Church on a Thursday evening in our mission staDsDcs because it is 

an online community. The church hasn’t yet developed a successful way of counDng online 
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communiDes. If we want mission staDsDcs to tell the full picture of growth in our mixed 

ecology of church we need to be beKer at counDng everything, not just Sundays. Yet 

because counDng equals money, as we discussed in Chapter 2 (2.5), we are cauDous of 

counDng Gin Church because of the potenDal impact on parish share. We would end up with 

the parish church paying more because of a regular online community. This does nothing 

for” parity of esteem” (Olsworth-Peter, 2024, p.49). A more sustainable model of church 

growth needs a more inclusive way of counDng.  

 

The data also shows the importance of relaDonships in church growth. It is easier to come if 

you are invited and know someone already there. The relaDonships then become a reason 

to stay. It is also possible that the accessibility of the online space removes the barrier that a 

building might create.  

 

5.3 “Once a flood” (Eva) 

 

MaKhew 13:32 offers a vision of hospitality and welcome in the Kingdom of God, the birds 

of the air come and make nests in the branches of the mustard tree. The messy weedlike 

mustard bush doesn’t look like the most welcoming of homes. It is interesDng to reflect who 

of the Gin Church aKenders already felt comfortable at church and had some experience of 

faith, and who might see Gin Church as their first experience of being welcome in the 

Kingdom of God. 
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Only Della and CharloKe went regularly to church in their childhood. Two others had some 

exposure to church in childhood, Alice aKending sporadically with a grandparent and Eva 

“aKending Sunday School once a flood”. This wonderful phrase I take to mean ‘very 

occasionally’ – a rare event, like a flood. Becky and Freya had no experience of church as 

children. Becky encountered the Church of England through moving to West Dorset and 

preparing to get married and Freya was bapDsed and confirmed as a teenager following the 

arrival of a younger sibling and then aKended church occasionally with a grandparent.  

 

Alice, Becky and Della have been bapDsed and confirmed as adults as part of the Beaminster 

Area Team, two of them whilst they have been Gin Church members. The support and love 

around those who have made this affirmaDon of faith as part of the Gin Church community 

is tangible and hugely humbling to see. Alice, reflecDng on her confirmaDon in Salisbury 

Cathedral surrounded by Gin sisters describes,” And I think it's because we want to support 

each other's faith journeys, don't we?”. Della reflects, “I wouldn't have been bapDsed if I 

hadn't come to Gin Church. It just wouldn't have happened.”  

 

Gin Church growth is not transfer growth. We are not stealing birds from another mustard 

tree; (MaKhew 13:32) we are inviDng them to make nests here for the first Dme. 50% of the 

respondents aKend Gin Church alongside regular Sunday church services. The other 50% 

consider Gin Church their sole church. And they do consider Gin Church to be church.  
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Becky remarks “I do see ourselves as a very liKle church in my head. Like a liKle church in 

our own liKle village. Yeah, it's my church”. Eva says “And it's I think it's great because we're 

because it's rural and you know it's a good way of geqng people into church without having 

to physically get into church. I do think it's church. And I think it's proper church. A more 

relaxed version of church”. Or as Freya suggests “What you've created is a church without 

walls. Community without borders or boundaries and I'm in that community and I'm miles 

away.”  

 

Of the six people interviewed two have been bapDsed and confirmed as part of their 

aKendance at Gin Church. This means 33% of this church community are new ChrisDans. 

Add in the third person that was bapDsed and confirmed just before joining Gin Church and 

we have half of the sample who have come to faith in recent years. Here is growth. Growth 

in faith, growth in aKendance, growth in belonging.  

 

5.4 “Like minded women” (Della)  
 

Gin Church is a community of “like minded women “as Della described the group. Our desire 

to explore faith brings us together, but there is a recogniDon that we might not have met 

each other in our everyday lives. Eva reflects, “and more than the Bible side of it is that I've 

met a really nice group of women as well that perhaps I wouldn't have met otherwise.” 

Freya comments that the diversity within the group “opens my eyes up to what's going on 

around in our locality that I wouldn't know.” Becky describes how Gin Church brings a wider 
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group of people together who probably wouldn’t know each other in their community, “it's 

so interesDng. All walks of life in the same community”.  

 

Half the parDcipants reflect on the single gender of the group. No-one wants it to be 

exclusively female, but they recognise that because it is only women in Gin Church it 

becomes a different community and probably a higher trust environment than if it were 

mixed. Alice states, “and there's something powerful about it's not just exclusively for 

women, but there's something nice about being comfortable around women and feeling 

empowered by other women.” Della reflects that although we never set out of it to be a 

single gender, that the dynamics would change if the group became mixed. “I think that we 

talk about menopause and female issues without realising we're talking about it. Yeah, and I 

think that would terrify men.” 

 

5.5 Come and make nests in its branches (Mt 13:32) – belonging and being welcome. 

  

Of the six people interviewed, only two live in the same place. Three live in towns, the rest in 

the countryside across Dorset. Three work full Dme, others work part Dme or in voluntary 

capaciDes. The age range of the sample is thirDes to fikies. Some are married or in long term 

partnerships, others are single. Some are same sex aKracted. Some have children. Children 

range in age from toddler to adult. There is some ethnic diversity within Gin Church but 

there is greater economic and educaDonal diversity. Some are educated to degree or 

postgraduate level. Some own houses. Some have children in private educaDon. It appears 

that the things Gin sisters have in common: faith, gender and an openness to diversity builds 
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the community even though the members themselves come from a variety of geographical 

locaDons, age, experiences, educaDon and socio-economic backgrounds. Gin Church is 

inclusive.  

 

Anecdotally the community aspect of Gin Church seems to sustain even if regular 

aKendance drops off. Some of the wider Gin Church community rarely appear on a Thursday 

night. This is for a number of reasons: work, family circumstances, other commitments, or 

just because they don’t want to come. Yet it is rare for anyone to leave the WhatsApp group, 

conDnuing to parDcipate in discussions, social events, fundraising, prayer requests and funny 

comments even if they don’t come and study scripture together weekly. Perhaps the most 

sustainable part of Gin Church is the community we have created and belonging is 

important.  

 

It isn’t always clear where the boundaries of Gin Church membership exist. It isn’t a 

bounded set, as Hiebert defines. There is no orthodoxy or orthopraxy or “homogeny in 

group belief” in Gin Church (Aldous, 2022, p121). The boundaries are porous. New people 

come, others drik in and out. Not everyone is certain what they believe.  

 

Becky describes “I like to explore faith, I am sDll on the fence about what I believe.” If Gin 

Church is a centred set, “the inverse of a bounded set” (theintegralmissionary.com, 2018) , 

where the “objects become members of the set by relaDng to the centre” (Aldous, 2022, 

p.122) then we might ponder what the centre of Gin Church is. I want it to be God, but I 
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suspect it is faith. If you search through the data table for the interviews, the word God 

appears 9 Dmes. If you search for the word faith, it appears 42 Dmes. I would suggest that 

the centre of Gin Church is faith, and that faith can be expressed and understood in many 

ways. Belonging is important, the homogeneity of belief is less important.  

 

5.6 “Too much Gin, not enough church?” (Charloce)  
 

It is noDceable that the social side, the enjoyment or expectaDon of fun was part of the 

aKracDon of coming to Gin Church. “I felt it would be a nice way to meet people aker my 

maternity leave” reported Becky. Della said, “I wasn’t apprehensive (about joining), I was 

curious.” CharloKe said, “But I think it was just interesDng in terms of a community of faith 

and something slightly different.” Eva suggested “I liked, I like I like your company. You're 

very easy company. You're easy to be around and talk to.” 

 

The gin is a draw, even though we rarely drink gin. The first Dme we ever met as Gin Church 

it was in person, and we shared a drink together. It was something that people felt familiar 

doing, sharing a drink and chat with friends. If we are expecDng to invite people to join a 

church event, a small group, a service, perhaps we need to think about whether the actual 

event is aKracDve to them. 

 

If the community part of Gin Church is its greatest strength, does it mean that we have just 

created another social group, and perhaps this isn’t church growth at all? CharloKe is 

concerned about this. She recognises that ChrisDanity is at the heart of what we do at Gin 
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Church, but that we need to live out our faith too. Possibly a “bit too much Gin and not 

enough Church” she wonders, but “we just sDll have such fun Dme.” She concludes that Gin 

Church is “about deepening that understanding and exploring that faith more and also 

understanding what you can do for your community and what you can do to support other 

people as well.”  

 

Returning to the parable framework, the Kingdom of heaven is likened to a tree where birds 

make nests. Hospitality and welcome are priority. It is about grace, being accepted. Watkins 

and Shepherd explore a Messy Church community and reveal the idea of ecclesial grace, a 

concept of “stretched church”, where people are included through grace into an “organic 

noDon of communion” even if they cannot yet declare a personal faith. “Such an 

ecclesiology is not concerned so much with church boundaries and idenDfying ‘proper 

church’, but is more inclined to name ecclesial grace wherever it is found, and work to 

deepen its relaDonship with the central fullness of grace in the Body of Christ, where it finds 

its true home and fulfilment” (Watkins, Shepherd, 2014, p107). Belonging is important, 

belief grows and then what you do in the world because of that growing faith comes last.  

 

5.7 “There’s more to do in serving the community” (Freya) 
 

Freya reflects how she benefits from Gin Church but how she also feels a need to do more 

because of her learning. "There’s more to do in serving the community than we already do. 

So I'm learning. I don't think I'm giving out.” Freya conDnues to reflect on the giks and skills 
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that Gin Church might have to offer the wider community, asking how we might serve more. 

“We're a group of excepDonal women with a huge array of skills and knowledge.”  

 

For these two members of Gin Church, it appears that their faith has made an impact on 

their lives in terms of desire to serve others. They suggest this as a criDque of Gin Church, 

reflecDng that we have become too inward looking. Yet their own growth in faith is what 

takes them to the acts of service they desire to be part of. Perhaps this is both valid criDque 

and evidence of growth in their own discipleship. It could even be the beginning of the next 

cycle of Gin Church, in response to the “gik” of Gin Church, the Gin sisters generously 

respond in serving others. “This dynamic of giving, receiving, and gratefully giving in return 

echoes God’s generous relaDonship with humanity” (Aldous and Moynagh, 2021, p.209). 

 

The Saltley Trust carried out research with churchgoers in the West Midlands in 2014 to 

discover what helped their discipleship grow. The research idenDfied four paths of 

discipleship which were: Group acDvity, individual experience, public engagement and 

church worship. (Foster, 2016, p9). At first glance Gin Church is firmly part of the group 

acDvity path, studying and discussing scripture as part of a group. Yet I would also argue that 

Gin Church is also church worship, coming together weekly to the same community, with a 

“liturgy” of highs and lows, bible study and prayer, and the opDon for some of also aKending 

on a Sunday.  
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In the same report there was a quesDon about what made a church feel most fully alive. The 

most popular answers where about serving others in the community and drawing closer to 

each other in fellowship. (Foster, 2016, p16) The Gin Church community cares greatly about 

each other. Eva says, “it brought me into another group of people who I really love.” They 

serve each other in myriad ways. And over the last couple of years, encouraged by the 

leadership of Gin sisters, not at my insDgaDon, they have begun to turn towards serving the 

wider community too. Thus, perhaps if the community of Gin Church is the most important 

thing, then that sDll contributes to people’s journey of discipleship and ulDmately to 

sustainable church growth. And this growth is then expressed in a desire to serve others 

outside the Gin Church community.  

 

5.8 “I’m learning” (Freya)  
 

Learning is a clear part of the Gin Church experience. Becky enjoys the chance to reflect on 

Scripture and apply the learning to their own life. “We do a lot of reflecDon, and this is my 

favourite part.” Alice says that it is a safe place to explore and be curious about scripture and 

faith, “to ask quesDons that you probably you couldn't ask at the end of a sermon.” When 

asked further about what made the community safe, she responded “the level of 

confidenDality that exists here that wouldn’t in a church.” 

 

Becky also menDons the trust she recognises in the community, “And we've got this kind of 

like circle of trust, isn't it? Well, I hope we have.” This builds her confidence that Gin Church 

is a safe space where she can off-load and ask quesDons. There is reference here to the 
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deliberate decision we made when beginning Gin Church that we would only share what we 

felt comfortable with and that what was shared in Gin Church stays in Gin Church. There 

have been occasions where this trust has been broken but it has been quickly renegoDated 

and discussed if there has been a problem.  

 

5.9 “Yeast that a woman took and mixed in …..un-l all of it was leavened” Mt 13:33 
 

Eva describes Gin Church as a place that “teaches us”, giving us a beKer understanding of 

bible stories. Della suggests that Gin Church helps us to, “look at what we are reading in the 

Bible and applying it to our lives now and really exploring that”. Freya takes this personal 

learning journey very seriously, taking Dme each week to prepare the passage before the 

Thursday meeDng. “I engage with the passage, work through it. Yeah. Look at the books. 

Even Google Maps and artwork. Yeah, I do like the artwork side as well. And I never would 

have done any of that if I'd just heard a passage in church.” This increased level of 

engagement means the passage stays with her during the week, it is both “prep and 

akerthought”.  

 

Gin Church feels like leaven for the women. This leaven affects their own lives but also has a 

wider impact.  

 

5.10 “Their faith has grown” (Freya) 
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The wider impact of this learning is interesDng. Freya conducts her own Gin Church with her 

family before the Thursday session. Being part of Gin Church “gives me tools to reflect on 

Scripture” We sit down on Thursday teaDme with my family, read the passage at the 

beginning of the meal and then discuss it with the family. She reflects how Gin Church, “Let 

me pick up the Bible, study the Bible, dig deep in scripture. My family's benefited as we 

discussed the passage and quesDons. Their faith has grown.” This connects into the 

expansive idea of the mustard seed growth and to the leaven that changes the nature of the 

flour.  

 

Becky and Della describe how they talk to their partners about the bible passages discussed 

at Gin Church, even with partners who don’t share their faith. Eva describes how members 

of the family ask what she is talking about in Gin Church. Becky and Alice both describe how 

the tools they gain at Gin Church transfer into their professional lives.  

 

One is equipped beKer to teach RE and to enable the children to be curious and ask 

quesDons of bible passages in school. The other recalls that her growing faith and 

confidence in spiritual maKers through Gin Church and Sunday church has helped her 

professional work around end-of-life care. “It's made me acutely aware, more aware of, of 

how important faith is, even in the darkest Dmes. But even in other Dmes it's made me more 

aware of exploring that and being confident to explore that with paDents.”  
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Becky suggests, it just goes to show “that anybody can access our Gin Church kind of like set 

up. Yeah. Well, hopefully it could be mimicked by anybody in any way, couldn't it?” Perhaps 

this is tesDmony to the sustainability of Gin Church. It equips members with tools for future 

spiritual growth both personally and in their family and wider community.  

 

5.11 “I come away like I have had a foot spa” (Becky) 
 

ReflecDng on the impact of Gin Church there is a personal benefit of Gin Church, a 

transformaDon. It deepens biblical knowledge, provides a safe space to be curious about 

bible and faith and there is clear value in the safe and caring community that is created. 

There is a personal impact on members of the Gin Church community, “Gin Church is 

nourishing for the soul” says Della. Gin Church makes me feel more posiDve about myself 

and about life says Becky “I come away like I have had a foot spa”.  The language used is 

interesDng. No menDon of God: Father, Son and Holy Spirit, but clear acknowledgment of 

being changed.  

 

Yet the growth of personal knowledge or contentment or well-being is only one part of the 

impact. The other is equipping people to get to know each other beKer and build 

relaDonships, to know the wider community beKer, to think more widely about different 

viewpoints and to gain tools that bring an impact to the wider community, both in families 

and beyond. Faith has an impact in relaDonships, in family life, in professional capaciDes and 

in the wider community. It becomes a faith that starts to leaven the whole measure of flour. 

This isn’t just growth in an individual’s life, it is growth in the wider community.  
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5.12 “I do miss Eucharist.” (Freya) 

 

Della describes Gin Church itself as communion “It's that communion, it's that sense of 

communion together, whilst we have quite different lives. So I feel it's that communion, 

coming together that sharing of like minds, I think.” Communion is described as unity for her. 

She also aKends monthly 8am BCP communion.  

 

Freya describes communion as the thing that is missing for her at Gin Church. “I do miss 

Eucharist.” She is emoDonal as she recalls how she used to come to church on a Sunday and 

how Eucharist was like “a reset buKon”. She acknowledges that she has found it hard to 

seKle into a new physical church community having moved away. She describes how Gin 

Church is “the highlight of the week”. She also recognises that not receiving communion “is a 

loss and you think well that is the only downside of Gin Church. But it's one thing that's 

missing for me.”  

 

CharloKe also acknowledges the absence of communion, “There's something that well for 

me personally that that I gain by being in church and coming to the altar. It’s just not quite 

the same online, but that doesn't make any less of an experience.” 

 

5.13 “But when it has grown” (Mt 13:32) 
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There is also recogniDon that despite us having a membership of fikeen on the WhatsApp 

group, oken Gin Church is only a small number online each week. Della recounts “How can 

we expand a bit more? It would be good because then 'cause at the moment if a handful 

don't come, then we're down to just a few and we can be very low in numbers.” Growth 

maKers to Gin Church. She ponders whether meeDng in person might help the group to 

grow? “I think meeDng face to face would be great more regularly. You know, even if it's 

once every couple of months or something to meet.” Freya shares this hope, “But, I mean, 

you know, if we were to meet even four Dmes a year, we could have our own Eucharist.” This 

desire to meet more regularly in person and the desire to share communion might also be 

signs of sustainable growth.  

 

Through exploring the stories gathered in the qualitaDve research, by reflecDng on these 

stories using the golden threads and the framework discerned from the Kingdom parables 

we have told the story of Gin Church and explored sustainable church growth. We recognise 

growth and expansion in personal faith, the importance of hospitality, welcome and 

belonging. We also discover how faith becomes a leaven for the women, helping them share 

faith with families and in the workplace, transforming lives.  We sense the beginning of 

ecclesial maturity in the desire for communion and the desire to serve others outside the 

Gin Church community. There is new life here: new relaDonships, new faith, new 

connecDons, new opportuniDes. There is missional curiosity, wondering about how Gin 

Church might grow.  I would suggest that Gin Church is sustainable church growth.  
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Conclusion 
 

A conversaDon with Carlton Turner and his provocaDve statement about the economic 

model of church growth being an exploitaDve agenda, likening it to plantaDon slavery, 

inspired this research to explore an alternaDve model of church growth evaluaDon, based on 

two Kingdom parables from MaKhew 13 and centred in a case study of Gin Church.  

 

The Church of England’s own Vision and Strategy sets measurable, numeric church growth at 

the heart of its agenda. My research has reacted against an economic model of church 

growth suggesDng church growth is more complex than this capitalist framework implies.  

 

Research quesDons helped frame the structure of my work. I asked if we reject a solely 

economic model, what might we offer as an alternaDve framework to recognise and 

evaluate church growth? I wanted to know what learning might come from exploring the 

story of Gin Church. These research quesDons helped me decide on a mixed methodology 

case study, using ethnographic and qualitaDve methods to tell the story of Gin Church and 

biblical reflecDon to suggest an alternaDve framework.  

 

The literature review revealed voices who criDqued the economic and capitalist model of 

growth. I was not a lone voice in my concern and suspicion of the economic model. Some 

criDques of the economic model were very aKracDve, parDcularly those that focused on 

diversity and inclusion, a slower pace of growth and on God’s agency rather than our own. 
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Other models were less aKracDve because they did not value the mixed ecology framework 

which our Beaminster experience suggests is integral to church growth.  

 

The Gin Church stories revealed how this Fresh Expression provided a place of relaDonship, 

hospitality and inclusion. There was growth in faith that built personal confidence and 

enabled the women to have an impact in the world. Growth didn’t always result in 

membership, giving or responsibility in a parish church.  The stories didn’t oken describe 

God, using the word faith instead. But there was clearly growth in relaDonships, in curiosity 

and confidence about reading scripture, and in being open to exploring how faith might 

impact day to day lives. Discipleship was evident alongside ecclesial maturity and missional 

insDnct.  The expansive hospitable and messy growth of the mustard seed and the 

transforming growth of leaven was seen. Gin sisters reported feeling welcome, building 

relaDonships, deepening faith and acquiring tools to enable faith in others. Faith in turn 

encouraged them to serve outside the Gin Church community.  

 

Of the sample of six women, only three would count in Mission staDsDcs as aKending on a 

Sunday. Yet all the women were able to aKest to how faith had impacted their life. Growth 

also prompted the women to ask quesDons, describe the value of Eucharist, desire to see 

their Gin Church community grow, expand their reach beyond the centred set of Gin Church. 

They wanted to both reach out and invite others in. It is this missional desire that helps 

contribute to the sustainability of church growth.  
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Gin Church demonstrates sustainable growth. It grows on its own as a centred set but also as 

part of the wider mixed ecology of the Beaminster team. The mixed ecology contributes to 

sustainable growth through diversity.  There is numeric growth, people with no previous 

church background aKend this worshipping community.  There has been growth in the depth 

of faith and an increase in confidence and curiosity.  The Gin sisters’ faith in turn impacts 

families, communiDes and workplaces making the growth sustainable. This growth also 

impacts me as the Gin Church convener, encouraging me that even in the depressing 

landscape of church decline and fragility there are sDll stories of growth and evidence of life 

transforming faith. God is at work.  If I take the stories of Gin sisters seriously there is the 

possibility of change within the wider Beaminster team as they seek to live out their calling 

and vocaDons to serve others.  

 

There are areas which could be a focus of further research.  Three ideas spring from the 

mixed ecology context. Why doesn’t church growth in a mixed ecology equate to a 

significant increase in income? Does an expansive idea of growth in a mixed ecology lead to 

the overstretching of resources? Do mixed ecologies sustain if the growth is predominantly 

centred in the fresh expressions and tradiDonal church declines?  Another area is around 

alternaDve methods of measuring and recognising Gods’ growth in the church. How can we 

gather and tell stories of growth effecDvely to sit alongside our annual mission staDsDcs?  It 

would be useful to develop a model that is easy to use and captures something of the wider 

story of church growth.  Finally, I am curious about the language the Gin sisters use. Is ‘faith’ 

a synonym for ‘God’?  
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This dissertaDon acknowledges the need and desire for church growth. It seeks to recognise 

church growth without the puniDve and discouraging framework of economic measures. 

Through the story of the mixed ecology, through analysis of the stories of Gin Church and by 

looking for the expansive hospitable growth of the mustard seed and the transforming 

growth of leaven in the women’s accounts, I offer an alternaDve framework of celebraDng 

growth. We can’t exclude economic measuring enDrely, but by telling stories focusing on 

expansion and transformaDon we might go some way to defeaDng the narraDve of scarcity 

and fragility and offer glimmers of hope amidst a narraDve of decline.  I look for a “parity of 

esteem” (Olsworth-Peter, 2024) in how different ways of being church are valued and for a 

“parity of esteem” in how growth is measured. The economic measurement tells one story; 

a Kingdom framework narraDve tells another one. 

 

Alongside this alternaDve Kingdom framework of sustainable growth, we hold the 

understanding the small isn’t necessarily a failure and death is not to be feared. We believe 

in a God of resurrecDon, of new life, of new beginnings. The only sustainable church growth 

we can hope to achieve is the growth that God brings. We are merely gardeners in his 

allotment. We plant the seeds. We knead in the leaven. And we watch for the glimpses of 

God’s transformaDon and expansion.  

 

Word count 16330 
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