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Bishop Ric Thorpe Church Planting appendix 

 

Church Planting with Bishop Ric Thorpe 

+L welcomed +R to the diocese. +L explained it’s a real privilege to have +R at this Synod to share his 
expertise. Synod will be celebrating the planting of our diocese in seven-years’ time. Just under one 
hundred years ago, what was then Southall Diocese, had a vision and a faith to recognise that God was 
doing something new and planting in the city of Derby should have a diocese planted so that God could 
do the work he intended, and we are here because of that.  

The value of church planting is not something we have discovered in the past few years, not even a 
hundred years ago. It has always been part of the Christian story. People have taken what God has given 
them and with faith and courage, have stepped out to share it with others. Church Planting is a vital part 
of our church life so +L is really glad to have time and space to explore this together under the expert 
guidance of +R. 

+R commented on the great progress St. Werburgh’s has made. The plan for the morning is to have 
dialogue to reach a common foundation on what this means for our diocese. +L then invited Area Deans 
to the front to discuss the possibilities of Church planting within their deaneries.   

MB pointed out that this Synod is very familiar with the challenges and difficulties we face as church in 
this place, space and time but also very acquainted with the opportunities that God lays before us and 
what with a little bit of faith, imagination, vision, hope and listening can achieve. Where we find ourselves 
for this Synod (St. Werburgh Church) is evidence of that. Our deanery synods have taken the challenge to 
consider what, laying practical difficulties aside, with vision and hope, what planting could look like for 
their deaneries. Some of the conversations are very real and live and some are more aspirational, but they 
are all filled with hope and prayerful vision. 

Deanery Representatives provided insight into the future hopes and aspirations for their deaneries with 
regards to church planting. To see full details, see Church planting appendix.  

+R is personally really encouraged by what he has heard. It feels like you are engaging in something you 
want to be part of a strategy. Fantastic questions and courageous thinking. +R provided an insight into 
church planting and engaged with Synod to explore the current situation of the deaneries and the 
possibilities available to the diocese. To see full details, see Bishop Ric Thorpe Church Planting appendix. 

+R discussed his background. He came to faith at Birmingham University. He was invited to church and 
invited to respond to the gospel. He was encouraged to read the bible at 7am every morning (when his 
peers were often still asleep!) involving reading scripture, prayer and asking questions about how it 
applied to his own life.  

+R worked in marketing at Unilever doing brand management. He then joined the staff of Holy Trinity 
Brompton (HTB) in central London. There he gained a passion for church planting. He was ordained, 
returned to HTB and after 9 years he went with his family and a team to Tower Hamlets in East London in 
2005, to revitalise a church that was going to be closed. There were only 12 people in the congregation 
and three Anglican churches very close by. It was unsustainable. The Bishop of London asked him to take 
a team to revitalise the church. East London has a 45% Muslin area. He began to love the place and saw 
the church grow. They then had a chance to revitalise four other churches within the deanery. The team 
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learned mainly by mistakes, of how to do things well and were invited to do more around London, and 
then nationally. 

Invited by Bishop of London to become a bishop, with a mandate to do church planting, +R now spends 
70% of his time outside London, making sure he has a warm invitation from the Bishop of that diocese 
before visiting. Acknowledging the desire to establish the boundaries, respecting authority and structures. 
+R explained that “the Diocese of Derby is embracing something that is part of something historical, that 
has happened in every century since the Church of England was first established in the sixth century, 
where renewal and church planting have been in every tradition. We are facing a moment today where 
we want to embrace this again, but this maybe different to what we have had before so there is a need 
to go on a journey together to explore what that means in practice”.   

+R has established the Gregory Centre based in London. Pope Gregory had a vision for England. Living in 
Rome, he was looking after the city after the collapse of the Roman empire. He passed slaves being 
auctioned in the street, with blonde hair. When asked who they were someone responded, ‘Angles from 
England’, to which Pope Gregory responded, ‘they are not Angles, they are Angels’. God gave him a 
passion to reach people in England with the gospel, so he sent Augustine (and later Mellitus and others) 
to start churches in the cities, that then planted churches into towns and villages. Augustine launched a 
church planting movement from the South of England.  

Aiden launched missional movement from Scotland into the North of England. His approach involved 
planting Celtic churches, working alongside local communities rather than working from the centre of 
them, with a focus on hospitality and prayer. It was a very different approach. These two movements have 
sometimes clashed but we appreciate both. There are different ways of doing church planting, renewal 
and revitalisation that can work side by side (referencing fresh synod of Whitby). 

Our Challenge – 1.5% of the population are Church of England. 5-8% nationally go to church regularly 
(once a month or more). Of that 1.5%, it’s 8x more likely for an 81-year-old to be in church than 18-year-
old. Over the next 20 years there will continue to be decline, as many in our churches will age and die 
(literally in terms of members of our church). These facts encourage us to face questions head on and 
things need to change. We currently have an older church, and we need to make space for a younger 
church and younger groups. Change will be hard but needs to be faced. 

The reason this is important is because of the Church of England’s mandate, described in the Declaration 
of Assent: The Church of England is part of the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church, worshipping the 
one true God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It professes the faith uniquely revealed in the Holy Scriptures 
and set forth in the catholic creeds, which faith the Church is called upon to proclaim afresh in each 
generation. Led by the Holy Spirit, it has borne witness to Christian truth in its historic formularies, the 
Thirty-nine Articles of Religion, The Book of Common Prayer and the Ordering of Bishops, Priests and 
Deacons. 

How are we going to proclaim the Gospel afresh in our church? Not just to the people in the room but to 
every age group and generation. It is great to see this approach being led by your Bishop as a focus for 
mission for us all to join in. 

Theology: Matthew 28:19-20: ‘Therefore, go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name 
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have 
commanded you. And surely, I am with you always, to the very end of the age.’ The mandate to go and 
make disciples of all nations. This is not just about individuals, being Christians and becoming disciples, 
because Jesus talks about baptising them and teaching them, both of which come in the context of church. 
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So, to go and make new disciples, in the context of going to a new place to do that, means that the church 
is part of that mandate by Jesus. So, it’s not just making individuals who are Christians but actually starting 
new Christian communities.  

Acts 1:8: ‘But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in 
Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.’  They raised their sights beyond 
themselves and looked to the ends of the Earth. How do we apply that to ourselves? What’s our 
Jerusalem? Raising our sights perhaps to people we are not connected to, who are nearby. And then 
looking beyond to the far reaches of the diocese, and beyond, internationally. So, we can keep applying 
these verses to ourselves.  

I said this has been going on every century. Most recently my own experience in the East End has been 
hearing about the Anglo-Catholic church planting movement (end of the 19thC) where huge amounts of 
investment saw many come to faith. In Bethnal Green, 12 churches were opened in one day. We 
sometimes might feel that some traditions are quite aggressive in their church planting, but it is nothing 
compared to the Anglo-Catholics in the East End! The most recent movement of church planting is called 
the ‘Daughter Church’ movement, in the post-war era, which was a liturgical, middle-of-the-road 
movement. They realised they had large parishes, with new housing communities, and they needed new 
churches in those new communities. So, there were hundreds of churches created at that time in the 50’s 
and 60s. Unfortunately, not very well built so we are now seeing their shelf life expire and some of those 
buildings are causing some problems.  

So, we are just joining in with what’s always happened and facing the challenge ourselves. It means doing 
it differently. It will cost money - we don’t have much money, so we have to be creative, but actually if we 
are visionary, people want to get behind that in terms of time, energy and money. I have seen this release 
more money into the churches from certain people in our pews but also organisations want to get behind 
us as well.  

+R asked synod ‘Who built your church and why?’ Synod broke to discuss and then reconvened to provide 
many examples of where churches have started in the diocese.  

The reason I ask those questions is because new churches have always been created to reach more people, 
new people and raise up new leaders. So, it creates a lot of energy in the church, it creates movement and 
you don’t get stuck. So when church planting and revitalisation has happened through the centuries, it 
has always been with the question, ‘Who are we not reaching?’, or ‘Who are we not connecting with?’. 
All of this is always part of what the church does, alongside the investment in existing churches. Church 
planting and revitalisation is not the main thing that everyone should be doing. It needs to be something 
that is alongside, strengthening the discipleship and evangelism and compassion ministries these existing 
churches are already doing. But it introduces a question, ‘Who are we not reaching?’. This is a question 
we can do in our own parishes, within our deaneries (already mentioned by deaneries in regard to new 
estates) but even old estates which are difficult to penetrate the Gospel because there is no Christian 
presence there. Or it might just be that a church has fallen on hard times and is struggling, and it is just 
not able to connect with its existing people around it. These questions of who we are not reaching, enables 
us to say, ‘What are we going to do about it?’ This has been a question through history and interestingly, 
as much in this country as across the world, what I have seen is that even when things are in decline, when 
we start to say let’s do new things, it starts to bring energy and new life to what is existing already. Bringing 
a lot of hope to see new things happening, new faith, new life of people responding to Jesus, actually that 
then begins to revitalise the existing structures and so on. 
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+R wished to explore some ways this is being done nationally. There are lots of ways of planting churches 
in our parishes. Every one of our churches can do this. If you have four people in your church, you can 
plant a church. If you send two away, to start something up, you still have two left, so church can still exist 
even with two people! I’m pushing the point that even with a very small group of people you can think 
like this, but it is obviously easier with a bigger church, but even large churches often don’t think like this 
and keep themselves to themselves, rather than planting out.  

Parish St A  

• Reopening a closed church 
• Refresh church with new leadership 
• Plant new congregations within the existing congregation 
• Churches on Estates 
• Community Spaces 
• Cafes 
• Into another church building 
• Planting into schools 
• New areas of development 
• Work place gatherings 
• Missional Communities and Fresh Expressions 
 
All of these things are possible if you are intentional and purposeful about it. Could every church be 
involved in this? 

Example given: 

 Café church: Sarah McDonald (Nags Head Church Community) set up a café church in Costa – 
Costa opened up in the evening for Church meeting. There was food and drinks. Up and running 
within three years and now lay-led. Costing nothing. 

 Kings Cross Church – A network church. Started something new recognising 250,000 people pass 
through this area every day. Now the church has 600-700 people and is now revitalising struggling 
parishes (Partnerships - churches joining together) 

 Grace Church, Highlands – Church School has grown to 180 people.  
 St Luke’s Millwall is in a Liberal Catholic Parish with daughter church. Sent team to partner with 

small team already there. Interesting when two groups come together from different traditions. 
 Gurnell Grove Estate – Missional Community (partnering with Eden). They moved intentionally to 

this place to reach these people. People meeting in their homes. Moving into other people’s 
homes now as growing. This is an example of how churches began, small (in homes) and then 
grow.  

Core Models: 

• Revitalisation of parish 
• Plant with a parish 
• Missional Community emerging within a parish 
• ‘BMO’ (‘Bishop’s mission order’) Plant in another parish 
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Encouraging Church Planting. 

+R noted the foundation of prayer which makes such a difference: prayer aligns us with God’s purposes, 
but also, he encourages us to ask for things to change. 

4 areas to consider when planting: 

1. Place: context – Where? How might we do it in this place? Finding a location (where it starts 
doesn’t need to be where it ends up). Survey people? What would you like the church for you to do in this 
place? 

2. Leader and team: Must better to go as a team. There is support and it grows faster. Who might 
they be? You want to encourage people to come and join you with expertise and passion for the vision 
(Collaborative types) 

3. Authority: Parish Priest needs to know about this. If it’s near a parish border it’s good to talk to 
them. Keep the Bishop informed. Who are the stakeholders? What do they need to know and when do 
they need to know it? 

4. Resources: Some things cost money, but many things don’t. Planting in homes cost £0. Resources 
are not just about money, but also training, physical resources etc. 

+R encouraged Synod in advising they are further along than they think. If you have specific ideas, I want 
to encourage you to speak with MB and team to progress it. In his region +R’s team lead a process which 
involves completing a consultation to work through ideas, create a project plan, then a coach is assigned 
to progress the project. 

In our context, when someone has an idea, we have a consultation to talk through the idea and work out 
the next steps. Once the next steps are put in place, we assign a coach. We have a church planting course 
to support working out who are the stakeholders, what is the strategy going to be, what is the budget. 
And within a year you are able to make it actually happen. It is very much a process that is a project plan 
that clearly plans the steps to make it actually happen.  

The Diocese of Derby have a MAP document which can be found on our website which helps us ask those 
questions, working through the ideological and practical thinking to help PCC work through the plan.  

Question put to +R - Thank you for your positivity. How as a diocese, do we overcome fear?  

+R responded - Fear is the major issue in our spiritual lives, personally or corporately. It stops us from 
moving forward and holds us back in so many ways. When I think of fear, I want to ask “what’s the thing 
behind the thing?” What is activating that fear? So, if I’m helping someone who is fearful, I am reminded 
of the scripture, “perfect love casts out fear”. In spiritual terms, Paul talked about strongholds, dominions 
and powers. Fear is something that has its roots in the demonic. The way to deal with that is to love; 
Loving relationships always cuts through fear. How can I come with the opposite spirit when I encounter 
fear? How can I also reflect on my own fears, about what fear I am encountering? 

So, this applies to all of the ‘deadly sins’ (anger, over-control, etc): look at what’s behind that and address 
that rather than what’s presenting on the surface. Simple answer - Love unremittingly (relentlessly 
positive). But also, the mission opportunity is so big, let’s look at encouraging us to focus on that rather 
than criticising each other for approaching the mission in different ways to the ones we like ourselves. 
That’s when unity happens. 
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JC – we have a 9.5K usual Sunday service attendance in diocese, with 18K children in schools. How can we 
connect the 9.5k with those school children and their parents? 

+R the first thing to recognise is that the Clergy have primary responsibility for the schools, which is often 
a challenge of time. Secondly, there is a priority here - School is a missional opportunity. Scripture Union 
talks about secondary schools with 500 pupils having 6000 relationships around that school community. 
So, if there are 6000 people all using that one place, that sounds like a parish. So, if we invert the way we 
think about this and say how can we start relating to those people, how shall we change the way we do 
our mission, our church schools would have an open invitation. There is something about meeting their 
objectives as a school, building relationships with the Governors and Heads of schools. Asking how can 
we have a partnership that’s going to work? Some schools want the Christian faith and partnership and 
others you really have to work at more. But if you are a clergy person here the question to ask is are there 
people and organisations, we can partner with to make these things possible? How can we start to do 
something where the end is something much more defined and deeper? 

Oasis, which is a Baptist movement in accredited schools, they build schools and partner with local church 
to serve that community hub by running courses, youth work, parent courses. Through that they build 
relationships; and off the back of which they run Alpha and small bible courses; and off the back of that, 
a church is formed. We can learn from that strategy. There are lots of things that can be done and lots of 
possibilities. 

SK – Referring back to the BMO conversation earlier and specifically to a suggested plant in Belper, Dove 
and Derwent Deanery. This is in an area where we recognise children and young people are disengaged 
with life, let alone church. You have suggesting going to ask what they want. How do we do this? How do 
we find out what is needed before we assume what they want? 

+R – A survey is a really valuable tool. There are mission agencies that often publish online the kind of 
questions you would ask - open-ended questions through to more specific questions. I would personally 
encourage to knock on doors! We had 4000 people in our parish in East London (quite a small parish). We 
knocked on doors and personally invited people to our carol services. We quickly realised that most would 
not come to a carol service so we started asking the question, what would church look like to you? From 
that we started a church in a pub, a community room on an estate and began to explore a further 
education centre. All small, led by three or four people. We connected with our community. 

‘Prayer Down Your Street’ is an organisation in Kent. Their strategy as a parish church is to divide up their 
congregation up into groups who take to the streets in their parish. They knock on the door of these 
people and ask if there is anything they can pray for, for you. Some say, ‘no thank you’, but some say ‘yes’. 
The group say they will pray for them and ask if they can come back in a couple of weeks to see what’s 
happened. So that raises questions around prayer actually working. You find out names and return. It is a 
way to do mission which leads to raising questions about what may be possible. Don’t assume. Ask! 

+L concluded the section by pointing out that this is going to be part of who we are as a diocese ‘We want 
to reach more people and reach new people and church planting is one of the ways we are going about 
doing it’. She encouraged those who have been excited, interested or stimulated by this conversation and 
want to be involved to let her or MB know. +L discussed creating a story page on the diocesan website, a 
platform from which stories can be shared, to continue encouraging each other as we move along. 
 
Thanks’ given to +R. 

+R left the meeting. 


