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Congregational development in folk church parishes 

Introduction – the context

The context is the Church of Norway, a folk Church where more than 80 percent of the population is member. Norwegian School of Theology runs a three year congregational development project, in cooperation with ten congregations in two different dioceses and in partnership with the diocesan staff. The congregations are different in many ways, but all are folk church parishes, most of them with several thousand baptised members.

The project aims are:

a) to analyze theological and social scientific premises for congregational development in folk church parishes 

b) develop tools for analysis of folk church parishes

c) examine how a congregational analysis may function as a starting point for a developing process in the congregation

In this paper I will introduce the theoretical perspectives underlying the project, as a developing process in a folk church. I will give some glimpses of how the project is planned and going on, and some experiences so far. First I will try to involve us into the folk church context.
What is specific for folk church parishes?

What is going on in a typical parish in the folk church in Norway? Let us look into a specific week for a pastor’s work, as an imagination: 

After Sunday service, in some part of the country the pastor are invited to attend a Christian group or free organisation in the prayer houses in the evening.
Monday is usually a day off.

After some hours on the office on Tuesday, a confirmation class is waiting for a new lesson. This day they have excursion to the graveyard, talking about life and death.   

On Wednesday there are two different funerals, on 11 am and one 2 pm. After this she/he has to switch on in the mind and think on the new born life. In the evening there is a preparation for the next Sunday baptism. Three couples are in the church with their babies, and the pastor has to have an orientation and dialog with them.  
Next day, Thursday, start with staff meeting in the morning, discussing questions coming up and planning the next week. After lunch there is devotion in the local hospital or health service centre. The pastor and a musician are there. In the evening the church´ children choirs have their preparation for next Sunday service and the pastor will be there and discuss how this will go on. 
Friday is the day for cooperating with the public school. There is a planning group with two teachers preparing the school service in church before Christmas. The pastor has the lunch with the teachers at the school. After lunch there is a meeting in the municipal hall, with on the one hand the church warden, chairman of joint parish council in the municipality and on the other hand the chairman of municipal council and the municipal administrative leader. The main question is bad economical framework, and next year budget. 
Saturday is the day for one of the few church weddings this year. And of cause the pastor this day also has to make the last preparation for the Sunday service. 
Sunday is coming – and there is about 100 hundred people gathered into church. On half are there often, but the other 50 are there because of infant baptism and children choir. But all feel it as a good event.

That was some glimpses from what could been a folk church week.
Some facts and perspectives about “folk church parishes” in Norway 
- The folk church is a territorial church. Every part of the country is a part of a church parish. People have membership according to address. Congregations in Church of Norway have 1285 parishes. In average they have about 3000 members (some few hundred and some up to 15.000).
- Church of Norway has Churches all over the country (about 1600). In praxis some places have relative many churches and/or chapels according to the population, and in more rural parts we have relative many people pr church.  

(A comparison with free churches: approximately 1100 congregations – 235 members each.)
- The majority of a population on 4,5 million, is members of the folk church (more than 80 percent).  
- About 70 percent of all newborn children are baptised in Church of Norway. 

- More than 60 percent of all youth, and more than 80 % of all baptized, are going to confirmation education.

- More then 90 percent of all funerals are a church sermon.
- The economical resources for the parish are mixed. Most of the finances, without the pastors’ wages, are from the municipal authorities. 
- The pastors are employed by the state. In praxis that mean the diocesan council, which get their finances from the department of church affairs (state).)
- All parishes have a parish pastor and a parish council, where the pastor also is a member. 
The activity in the parishes differs, according to the population living there, and available resources. In every parish there are regular worships and communion services. People is coming her with their children to baptism, confirmation, weddings (not all) and funerals are taking place. 

The church is at the same time a majority and a minority phenomenon! 

As a majority phenomenon, the church can be called “folk church”. As such, it serves as a social and ritual framework for people's religiosity. On the other hand, the church is an arena for active participation and personal commitment for a smaller group of believers. In some congregations, this group has a more semi-independent status in relation to the official church organization; in other congregations, it is more integrated as a “core congregation”. At an ordinary Sunday service, we are only a tiny minority (about 3% on a given Sunday). In surveys approximately 10% of the church members report that they go to church at least once a month. The tendency or development the last years is that fewer people are going often/regularly, but more people are going now and then. Most of the church members need a reason or alibi to go to church.
We have to phenomenon, or movements, in church of Norway which illustrate this majority and minority church.

- Norwegian Seamen´s Mission or Norwegian Church Abroad has churches different places all over the world. This church is a place with regular liturgical life. But it is also a place where Norwegians abroad come and meet friends, get Norwegian newspapers and special foods, and where national day are celebrating. This church is a little part of Norway abroad, where different kind of people is coming, not only those who regular attend church services at home in Norway. It is a folk church where people feel they are included. This church or congregations represent the majority.
- Prayer house have been established all over the country, by different lay moments with pietistic tradition. We have less of this today, and some of them are in fact out of function. But there is still many prayer houses where people inside the Church of Norway are gathering, without direct connection or influence from the church staff.  They help themselves, like a family or a minority.
Different kind of intimacy

An approach to understand the folk church is to look at different kind of intimacy. Some people want a more intimate fellowship and other like a more distance to other people, but can meet now and then. We have a parallel in family live: most of us live in a small family, but we also belong to the wider family, people with relationship and we also belong to a wider group or nation. In daily life we usually do not care about our belonging to a wider group or our distant relationships. But when we are abroad or when we have special events in life, we look up our belongings and relationships. Church is a place where significant things are happening (as McGrath have pointed out). It is like this the church are for lot of members in folk church. 

Often we think about church members committed to the church values and most of the church activities. My experience is also that peoples who not attend services regularly (every mouth) can regard themselves as church-goers and church people. Many people feel it is difficult to say they are Christians, because there are so many connotations to that word. But the church and church values are important. 

There can be different reasons why church is important for people:
· Church has always been there – it is a part of the stability in society. In many local societies they have lost the shop and post office, but church is still there.

· Church building is one of the important and monumental buildings in local community, both as architecture and according to what is going on inside. 

· The church is a place where families are celebrating grate events in life: baptism, confirmations, weddings, funerals etc 

· The growing multi-religious society challenge people in general to ask for their own roots and values. Church is not only a tradition, but also a position and institution which people trust in a time of changes. 

On the other hand we have the minority church with: 

- Active core in regular congregational life

- Organized groups related to local prayer houses, and lay people movement
We see that people traditional connected to the lay people movement go in to different directions; some in a more independent direction, and some more integrated into the Church of Norway. These two directions can also be interpreted as different kind of intimacy.
How shall we understand and think as theologians about the folk church. I thin we have to take people’s relation to church seriously, also those outside the active core. In agreement with Harald Hegstad I think we have some relevant moments or approaches: 

- Ecclesiology related to theology of creation. We have to underline the integration of Christian life and ordinary human life.
- Valuing the weak faith and Christian identity built on baptism and relation to local church. “Weak faith” can perhaps be combined with a “strong belonging” to the church. 
We have two congregations or ecclesiology in the same local church.
In fact we have different kind of ecclesiology into the same church or same congregation. People have different attitudes about theological questions, different behaviour and lifestyle, and different frequents in attending the church fellowship. But they have the same church building, and some basic values. In some way they trust the church as institution, and want to be a part of it, also when they have alternatives. And many (more then those going regularly to church) trust in God. 

We can say that we have a folk church, as a public sector, and we have a core group, as a voluntary sector:
-”Public sector” - folk church congregation: Participation built on passage rituals (baptism, confirmation etc) and Holidays (esp. Christmas). 
-”Voluntary sector” - core group: Participating in services and other church work on regular basis.
This to groups are not quite separated, it is analytic categories. There is interaction and some can people feel they belong to both groups, e.g. in the service and in children and youth work/church education. But these two churches also represent some dilemma coming to priority and strategy, for example working with congregational development.  
In our project we try to take this folk church tradition seriously and ask what is in it for us, working with congregation development in a specific historical and geographical context, by asking:
- How can a folk church ecclesiology be missional without defining the majority of the church members as outsiders?
- Does folk church theology have an adequate understanding of the church as community?

- Is folk church ecclesiology only a contextual theology or can it be understood as a contribution to churches? (More in general)
We deal with these questions during our working process in congregations.
Congregational development project
How do we work with congregational development in that folk church context? 

In our project in Norway we have a premise: we will build upon the church tradition we have. We will not go for a new or specific type of congregation, or stimulate the congregations in Church of Norway to be like each other. Of cause they have the same framework, but they also have their unique context. We will confirm their church tradition and help the congregation leaders to get more consciousness on their situation, their context and challenges. 

We describe congregational development as: 

”Congregational development is an intentional working process so the congregation better can be what it is called to be, and to do what it is called to do." (Harald Hegstad):
It is up to the local leaders to describe what they are called to be and what they are called to do. But we have formulated some questions about congregational identity and practice which we suppose will stimulate congregational development and help them to make up their mind. Those are organised in five different dimensions: 

- In faith

- In the world

- In community 

- In participation

- In change

This is open and wide categories, what we call dimensions. It is a way to communicate to our co-workers and tell what we think is specific for the congregations and what is specific for the church – according to all other organisations or social institution. So fare we think these dimensions give meaning in a folk church context. We use these as approaches to dialog in different assemblies with the congregations’ staff or steering team. 

We also have formulated some characteristics of process or what we can name as process values. This is also organised in five groups:

- Spiritual process

- Contextual process

- Holistic process

- Facilitated and systematic process of learning

- Open and continuing process

(See attached document where the five dimensions and process values are more specified.)  

Developing process in three periods
We have looked out in the world to find some tools and ideas to work with congregational development. We find something, but we do not find exactly what we think we need. We pick up different ideas and tools and try to get them into our context. We need to find our own language and tools. Our working process, or the journey, with the congregations are organised in three different periods with specific focus and specific tools. 

The past

The present

The future

In practice these periods will overlap each other, and it will be difficult to say when one period starts and ends. 

The past

The first period of the project (6-9 months) we focus on the reflexive consciousness about the past and discovering why the congregation is how it is today. The central tool is to draw the congregational timeline. The congregation is challenged to agree on one unique happening in congregational life the last 20 years, and see this related to other happenings in local society as well as in the national and global society. We also challenge them to make different colours on different emotions, according to the events or processes in the past. This can be a working process in many different groups and arenas in the congregation, and can go on for some months. 

Each congregation gets a presentation of statistical data about congregational life and the local society. This includes various demographic data about the parish and some numbers about the congregational life. Most of the variables shows the development in the last ten or twenty years.  

We challenge the local leaders to arrange a “conference of the past” for the whole congregation, where the result of the timeline-process is presented, as well as some statistical data. The goal for this conference is to strengthen the common reflexive consciousness about the congregational history and the context for the congregation. 

The presence

The next period of the project is to focus on who we are, and get insight into the church members experience, wishes and hopes. One of the central tools is to make a survey among church members. A standard inquiry about the local church and personal experience are sent to different informants in the local church. Local co-researcher make some interviews with church members, where they are challenged to tell about their experience, wishes and hope with own words. The collected data will be analysed by a reading team. 

We challenge the steering group to make a congregational map. Here we will see the church, and other congregational houses, in relation to where people live, different institutions, roads etc.  

We challenge the local leaders to arrange a “conference of the presence” for the whole congregation, where the result of the survey and interviews is presented, as well as challenges from the reading team. The goal for this conference is to be aware of and be challenged by the empirical material, and reflect about what it means to be a congregation today. 

We want to help congregations to see, not only look at figures and numbers. To sees in that way it comes to action.
The future

The third and last period of the project has focus on the future. The congregations are experimenting with different tasks, coming up in the working process so far. They are working with goals and visions and we challenge the congregation to make a holistic plan for the congregational life, and not only for different sectors or groups. 

We challenge the local leaders to arrange a “conference of the future” for the whole congregation, where the steering-team presents a suggestion of goals and visions. We also challenge the congregation leaders to make space and different arenas for the church member to deal with the future. 

Focus on folk church

To get focus on the folk church context, or congregations in the folk church, we have to accept the specific organisation, and different roles into church life in Norway. We try to get in dialog with the broad membership in church in different ways:
· Invite several and various type of people into the process of timeline. Sometimes some congregational leaders invite themselves into other arenas to get help to make the timeline, for example local historical society, social event with pensioner etc.
· Invite co-researcher outside the active church people (active core).
· Get specific demographic statistics in different levels: parish (people in the geographic area), the municipal, county and nation. That will help to see the parish in the social context.
· Get respondents to survey and interviews outside the churches own activities / assemblies – the public sector / folk church, in addition to the church active core.
· Questions about rituals and peoples experience from church events are a part of the survey and interviews. 
· Try to develop a common language, notion into the congregation, to have a tool for dialog about congregational development.

The project as an action research-project
The project is at the same time a developing project and a research project. The researcher is actively involved in the congregation, and also takes part in changing a situation in a desired direction, in cooperation with local leaders. 

The researcher does not research on the specific congregations, but research with the congregational co-workers. The researcher initiate different process, follow up local co-researchers and collect documentations, with different perspectives:

- Insider: the congregation tells about itself

- Co-worker: extern researcher’s observation

- Meta perspective: interaction in the project 

Some of the key methods in this process and documentation are:

· writing reflections every half year (each member of steering group write about the local process) 

· evaluation and rapport from each activity (i.e. meetings with local co-workers and cluster-meetings, survey, interview, reading team / report) 

· Dialogue and reflections from academic co-workers. We are always two persons from MF at the different meetings. We write reflections and evaluate each other and the meeting as such.  

In the end of the project period (2011) the researchers will write a research report. Different aspects of the project and congregational development will be analysed and discussed. 
What is our experience so fare?
Some of the tools we have used so fare seems to be helpful: 

- Timeline

- Statistics

- Questionnaire / Survey
- Interview 

One of the grate challenges is to get the “whole” congregation to be involved in the project process. Using inquiries (surveys and interviews) we include many of the members into the process to describe the presence. But it is more difficult to get many members involved in the next step, to get from the description and wishes to move forward and develop frameworks and aims for the congregation in the future. But we are on the journey …
Erling Birkedal, Juni 2010

Attachment to Erling Birkedal: “Congregational development in folk church parishes”:
Congregational dimensions - a predefinition

Questions to the congregational identity and practise
In faith
· Do the congregation and its members get their motivation and strength from the faith in the triune, creator, redeemer and spirit of life?

· Does the congregation represent a community for confessing the faith and worship God and seek his will? 
· Will each Christian get help and be challenged to seek God and to interpret her/his own life in light of the gospel?
In the world

· Does the congregation consider itself as called and with a mission in the local society sent the world as such:  

· As a witness of Jesus Christ 

· To show responsibility as steward of Gods creation? 

· To take care for humans and seek justice for all?

· Does each Christian get help to be a witness and live as God’s steward and servant, in different fellowship and contexts in daily life?

In community 

· Does the congregation express itself as a community of Christian faith?
· Is the congregation a learning community, where everyone learns in social relationship and by teaching?

· Is the congregation in practise an arena and living place for all baptised members, and those who seek for the church service?

· Is the congregation aware of itself as a part of a national and a global church community?

· Will the different congregational communities take care of the individual person and his/her needs and abilities?

· Will each Christian experience respect and being valued with his/her unique experience and situation in life, without regard to age, sex, ethnicity or functional disablements?
In participation

· Does the congregation invite all its members (children, youth and adults) to get involved and to take responsibility for a task in some of the congregational activities? 
· Does the congregation work systematic to get as many as possible to participate in worship, both in preparation and in practise in each service?

· Do leaders, staff and voluntary workers share and struggle for the same goals?

· Will each Christian be able to participate according to one’s qualifications?
In change

· Is the congregation aware of its own history and identity and its strength and weakness?

· Is the congregation in a process of seeking for renewed knowledge about itself and its context?

· Are the congregational leaders learning and listening to good advice from members and co-workers, and are willing to make changes?

· Is the congregation willing to take risks, has the ability to correct what is wrong and learn from failure?

· Is each Christian helped and challenged to work on his/her understanding of God and his/her commitment as a Christian believer?

Congregational development: Characteristics of process (process values)
Spiritual process

· Congregational development may be understood as a “spiritual journey”, where the spiritual community is developed.

· Development of the spirituality of the congregation, stimulating collective spiritual discernment.

· Space for cultural change is created, openness for engaging in difficult and controversial issues.

Contextual process

· Congregational development is grounded in systematic analysis of the congregation’s specific identity, its context and the situation it finds itself in.

· Reflexive consciousness of the specific tradition and denominational affiliation of each congregation.

Holistic process

· Development is focused on the totality of the congregation, not on isolated sectors.

· All parts of the congregational life are involved in a developmental process, also weddings and funerals. 

· Better to do a few things and do them well, not everything at once. The things that are done should be understood as a part of a totality.

Facilitated and systematic process of learning

· Experiences are analyzed in order to learn, and make new experiences.

· The congregation is open for initiatives and proposals from members, and reviews them in the light of the values and goals of the congregation.

· Leaders facilitate a culture of learning and congregational development as a systematic process, and make goals and intentions transparent.

Open and continuing process

· Congregational development is an open process with no predefined outcome.

· Congregational development is a process open for everyone that wants to contribute.

· Congregational development is a process where surprises and the unexpected can take place.

· Congregational development is a never ending process. However, it may be framed as defined projects.
Erling Birkedal & Harald Hegstad

November 2009
� This paper is a presentation at the Conference ”Being surprised by God” Embodied ecclesiology in local contexts, Utrecht, The Netherlands June 21-24, 2010.







