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Chapter  

4    

Towards a Vision 
for the Deanery of Luton 

Introduction 

4.1 This chapter is included in this report 
because the Review Group has sought 
to root its recommendations.  First, in a 
sound understanding of the pace and 
nature of changes in society.  Second, in 
a sound understanding of the call and 
nature of the Church.  The 
understanding and vision in this chapter 
illustrates and underlies the principles 
which have shaped the thinking of the 
Review Group.  

This chapter also introduces the reasons 
why the deanery is increasingly to be 
seen as the unit best able to respond to 
these changes. 

Changing times 

4.2 The Church in the West is going 
through a major period of 
transition.  It marks an ending of the 
period of establishment that has existed 
for the last 1600 years.  The gradual 
speed of the change should not hide its 
huge significance.  We may only notice 
the tremors, but the real movement is 
tectonic. 

• Thomas Merton, a Trappist monk, 
has written, "We are living in the 
greatest revolution in history, a 
huge, spontaneous upheaval of the 
entire human race .... this is not 
something we have chosen nor is it 
anything we are free to avoid."  

4.3 Clinging to the establishment.  The 
establishment in which the Church has 
lived and sought so much security, is 
legal, cultural and social.  It is perhaps 
the cultural aspect of the establishment 
which has proved the most tenacious – 
at least within the Church.   

• This tenacity is vividly described by 
Douglas Hall, 

“Most Christian denominations and 
congregations in our context are trying to 
behave as if nothing had happened – as if we 
were still quite obviously the official religion of 
the official culture; as if we could carry on 
baptizing, marrying, and burying everybody as 
we have always done; as if governments 
would listen to us, and educational institutions 
would respect us, and the general public 
would (perhaps begrudgingly) heed our moral 
and other pronouncements, and so on and so 
on, ‘world without end’.  …  A sort of 
repressed or suppressed sense of failure eats 
away at the denominations, often manifesting 
itself openly in economic and leadership 
crises.  But instead of addressing this 
forthrightly, we live with it at the 
subconscious level and, in the meantime, get 
on with schemes to keep the status quo going 
as long as possible.”23  

                                                   
23 Hall D J, The End of Christendom 
and the Future of Christianity, Trinity 
Press Pennsylvania, 1997 
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4.4 Grasping change.  Any attempts to be 
the Church in the future, or of the 
future, must take the end of this cultural 
establishment seriously.  Our strategy 
should be to grasp this massive change 
courageously, and even optimistically.  
Hall himself argues that an intentional 
disengagement from the dominant 
culture is a precondition for meaningful 
engagement with our society.   

• Grasping this change means 
understanding the nature of the 
change and it means thinking 
theologically and imaginatively 
about the role of the Church in 
society.   

• There is not the space here to 
describe the many aspects of the 
nature of this change and others 
have written more extensively and 
with more insight.  But it can 
briefly be described under the 
three headings of belonging, 
believing and behaving.   It used to 
be that the identity of the Church 
was clearly defined by a common 
sense of belonging, believing and 
behaviour.    It is not so today.  The 
situation now is far more diverse and 
plural.   

4.5 Belonging is now less institutional 
and more relational.  People have a 
sense of belonging if they feel they 
belong.  People are used to moving, and 
being moved; employment and 
relationships are seldom lifelong.  All this 
deeply affects the nature of Church.   
People go to the church in which they 
feel comfortable, whatever the 
denomination.  Church attendance is 
now one choice among others and going 
once a week may soon become the 
exception.   

• The Church’s task is to enable, 
within the Church and in Society, a 
sense of belonging that is authentic 
and rooted.  It must go beyond the 
institutional and the superficial, the 
individualist and the sectarian, to 
find ways of belonging that are 
meaningful and truly Christian.   

4.6 Believing is becoming a matter of 
‘pick and mix’.  To believe is not now so 
much to sign up to a formal statement 
but rather to assemble the beliefs 
(however apparently contradictory) that 
work for you.   So it has become 
possible to believe that Jesus Christ is 
the Son of God, crucified and risen, and 
to believe in astrology or reincarnation.  
This shift is driven by a desire for 
tolerance, an increasing individualism and 
a growing scepticism about any claims to 
absolute truth and dogma.  What does it 
mean to be a confessing Church in such 
a society?  How do we tell the story 
today? 

• The Church’s task is to discover 
ways of becoming articulate about 
faith.  This is a task which is both 
speaking and listening, both 
apologetic and incarnational.  It is a 
task that requires imagination and 
clarity. 

4.7 Behaviour has, to a large extent, 
been divorced from belief.  Few moral 
claims are recognised as authoritative.  
There is a strong suspicion of moralising 
and of the imposition of one person’s 
ethics on another.  This has, though, led 
to a great sense of moral confusion.   

• The Church’s task is to 
encourage the search for moral 
authenticity.  This is, perhaps, less 
the ‘great’ programme of building a 
Christian society and more the 
working out of the ‘small’ images 
given by Jesus – how to be salt, 
light and yeast.   
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4.8 The ‘Beyond’ A fourth key 
point about our changing society is that 
there remains a strong sense of the 
failure of secularism and an earnest 
search for mystery and transcendence.  
This search for the ‘beyond’ shows itself 
in the huge increase of interest in 
spirituality.  Yet most of this takes place 
outside of the Church.   We may need 
to recognise that old familiar forms of 
spirituality do not now lead many people 
to that sense of transcendence.  
Perhaps, we may need to look less for 
God in ‘the beyond’ and more for ‘the 
beyond in the midst of life’ (Bonhoeffer).   

• The Church’s task is to point 
others to the reality of God, to 
enable an authentic engagement 
with the divine.  This will involve 
both faithfulness to the rich roots 
of tradition and also openness to 
new ways of expression. 

The experience of Luton.  The 
Review Group reiterates its earlier observation 
that Luton is encountering many of these 
changes earlier and at a more rapid rate than 
many other places.  It is a key area for an 
exploration of new ways of being Church. 

The Review Group also believes that the 
Anglican Church in Luton, in partnership with 
others, is well able to grasp the challenge.  

Changing Church? 

4.9 How then does the Church respond to 
this challenge?  Will it respond?  It is 
possible to seek to hide from this 
change and to deny its effects, it is 
possible to seek to preserve the status 
quo; or it is possible to welcome this 
change and the opportunities it gives to 
seek more authentic ways of being 
church.  It is possible to seek an 
‘intentional (cultural) disestablishment’ in 
order to discover a living and meaningful 
engagement with society. 

• What might be the characteristics 
of a church that would be able to 
make such an engagement?  Robert 
Warren's book on Spirituality and 
Mission 'Being Human, being 
Church'24 contrasts the 
characteristics of the ‘inherited 
church’ with what he understands 
as those of the ‘emerging church’. 

4.10 Characteristics of the Inherited 
Church.  Robert Warren lists these as 
follows:  

• Structure - fixed, unchanging, 
"we've always done it that way"  

• Leadership - clergy dominated; 
members passive  

• Focus - church life issues, keeping 
people comfortable  

• Form - an organisation, revolving 
around the building  

Warren argues that the vision for the 
church of God given in the Bible is that 
of a pilgrim people, moving onwards in a 
journey of adventure, living out the 
gospel in the culture in which it is placed.  

"It requires that the church makes the 
journey from the guard's van of society 
into the vanguard. Instead of being at the 
rear, for ever looking mournfully at 
disappearing mountain peaks or 
frantically pulling on the brake to slow 
down the pace of change, the church is 
called upon to be pioneers of a new way 
of living. The true attractiveness of the 
New Testament Church was the inner 
vitality which enabled it to live the 
answers to the questions people were 
asking. Our calling is no less, no different, 
nor - by God's grace - any less 
attainable."  

4.11 Characteristics of the emerging 
Church.  Robert Warren lists these as 
follows:  

• Structures - light, flexible, adapting 
to purpose  

                                                   
24 Warren, R, ‘Being human, being 
Church: spirituality and Mission in the 
Local Church’, Marshall Pickering 
1995 
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• Leadership - collaborative, lay and 
ordained in partnership. Visionary, 
empowering  

• Focus - whole life, outward  

• Form - a living organism, a holy 
community.  

Warren argues that the church is called 
to bring something of the future into the 
present; the future that God intends for 
humanity, a vision of 'creation healed'. 
He makes the point that "much of the 
violence in the youth culture stems from lack 
of purpose, significance, meaning and hope 
among young people today."  

• The Christian community is called 
to make visible the gospel that God 
has a purpose for his creation, for 
the poor and weak. for the rich 
and strong. It is his purpose to 
make us fully human, to be 
creative, celebrating, listening, 
loving people.  

"The life of Jesus makes it abundantly 
clear that such a way of being human 
happens not as a result of superhuman 
effort but rather by faith-filled 
dependence on God as gracious Father. 
Jesus' living out of the fullness of his 
humanity was sustained by the constant 
weaving of a listening obedience to the 
Father, into the fabric of daily life.' “ 

A challenge and an opportunity.  
As already observed, there is a challenge 
in all this.  Will the Church respond to 
these changes?   There are great 
opportunities for the Deanery of Luton, 
in partnership with other denominations 
and with the rest of the Diocese of St 
Albans, to grow new ways of being 
Church.  
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A Vision for the Church   

The Vine  An image which is well worth contemplation is that of the vine.  The vine itself is often 
quite old, well rooted and mature, even gnarled.  This speaks of a Church which is not cut off from its roots; 
one which is there for the long term, one which has been shaped by experience.   In striking contrast the 
branches of a vine are young and green, reaching out, receiving life from the sun and air; and offering life in 
the fruit which grows.  This speaks of a Church which is at the same time, young and fresh, adapting and 
reaching out, life receiving and life giving.  A healthy vine flourishes and fruits the better for regular pruning. 

The image of the vine inspires a fruitful vision of the Church and one which has informed the 
work of the Luton Review.  It is a vision of a Church with the following characteristics. 

4.12 A Church that is well (healthily) rooted.    

• A Church that is rooted in the living past.  There are huge riches in the various 
streams of Christian tradition and in Scripture.  An authentic church is one that is true 
to these roots but not stuck in them.  Such roots bring life to the branches, not 
suffocate them.      

• A Church that is rooted in God.  The life of prayer and worship, in its various 
expression, must be central to all that the Church seeks to be and to do.  The task is to 
look for ways of enabling an encounter with the divine which are neither superficial and 
banal nor empty and formulaic.   An authentic church will be one which gives a genuine 
witness to the transcendence and the immanence of God.   

• A Church that is rooted in the local community.  The task of proclaiming and 
discerning the Kingdom is a long-term one.  It requires the building of relationships and 
trust, it requires listening and understanding as well as speaking.  Roots need to be 
grown into the various communities in which the church lives, geographic, economic, 
social.  Therefore, a diversity of approach is essential, not losing the centrality of the 
parish, but building on it. 

4.13 A Church which is able to reach out from those roots … 

• A Church whose rootedness in living tradition enables it to be also young and 
adaptable.  Such a Church can healthily respond to the fast pace of change and variety 
within society, without it becoming driven by the changes themselves.  

• A Church which can grow new shoots, which can look with the twin eyes of imagination 
and experience at new ways of being church and new ways of bearing witness.  
A well-rooted Church can have the freedom to try new things (and to bring them to an 
end), and to rejoice in, and learn from, what others are doing and being.  Such a Church 
will encourage a healthy diversity and be able to respond to the Spirit who ‘blows where 
he wills’. 

• A Church of low walls and light structures.   Organisation and regulation must seek 
somehow to combine this sense of rootedness and history along with the freedom and 
freshness.  Like the care of a vine there needs to be shape and organisation in order to 
enable growth and life. 
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• A Church which welcomes pruning.  The Church has a tendency to resist this and a 
reluctance to let go of established practices and structures which can become 
burdensome and consuming of time, energy and money.   

4.14 A Church which treasures key principles. 

• Diversity – not uniformity, not unity despite difference but unity because of 
difference Diversity must be a very important value.  Some seek uniformity, some seek 
unity despite difference but the real unity of the Church comes through difference.  
True unity is a joyful consequence of diversity.  Diversity is also a key to an authentic 
witness to the wonder of God. 

• Truth – not dogmatic or moralistic, but incarnational and narrative.  A 
Church for the future will seek to bear witness to the living grace and truth that is in 
Christ.  Understanding of truth, and proclamation of that truth is incarnational and 
narrative.  The Church’s task, through lives, liturgy and words is to tell the story. 

• Relationships – where the Gospel truth can be lived out and seen.  It is in 
community that the reality of the Gospel is made visible.  Imperfect people, who may 
never find individual ‘wholeness’, can discover the treasure of love and forgiveness; 
there is a wholeness which only comes in community.   

• Spirituality – enabling an authentic and integrative encounter with God.  In 
the great search for the spiritual the Church has an opportunity to seek what is true and 
lasting.  It need not compete in the market place but rather be a living signpost for all 
who seek to know God. 

4.15 A Church which is committed to being true to Kingdom values. 

• Committed to the local area and to the world.   The Church needs to be both 
global and local.  It needs to find a base amongst small groups and communities and also 
to speak into the concerns of the world. 

• Open to all … welcoming to all who come, all who seek.  There needs to be an 
openness, especially to those who are unfamiliar with ‘church culture’.  Too often 
church has become a strange place and even an unwelcoming place.   

• Has something to say … and has an ear to listen.  A Church of the future is one 
which will continue to bear witness to the revelation of God in Christ and to his 
continuing revelation in creation and in his world.    

• Is a place and a people where others can find God … and which recognises 
God in others.  It will point to the beyond and the ‘beyond in the midst of life’.  It will 
be a signpost to help others find where they are on their journey and to help them go 
forward. 
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A Vision for the 
Deanery 

4.16 A key unit for the future.  There is a 
need for the Church to understand and 
respond to the challenges of the future 
at all levels, parish, deanery, diocese and 
national.  There are, though, good 
reasons for believing that the deanery 
will prove to be a key unit for the future.   

• The deanery can be both local and 
diverse.  The Church of the future 
needs to be rooted in the local 
community and to be able to 
respond to the diversity (and 
fragmentation) within that 
community.  The deanery is well 
placed to do this.   

• As already described, the Review 
Group believes that the Deanery of 
Luton is well suited to this role. 

4.17 The deanery as a body.  The image 
of the body, in 1 Corinthians 12, is 
important for the Church.  It, of course, 
applies at many levels from a small group 
to the worldwide church.   

• At deanery level the principles of 
diversity and interdependence have 
an opportunity to become an 
exciting and living reality.      

• Seeking to strengthen the role of 
the deanery in no way weakens the 
role of individual parishes.  A body 
is strong when its individual organs 
are healthy and individual limbs are 
strong when the body is well. 

• The Review Group believes that the 
Deanery of Luton has an opportunity 
to continue to grow together as a 
body in which individual parishes, 
large and small, and individual 
ministries support, complement and 
enliven each other. 

4.18 Unity in Diversity.  The real unity of 
the deanery will be found through 
diversity, not despite it.  Unity is not to 
be mistaken for uniformity.  

• Diversity is not only the key to 
unity but also essential to a church 
which can engage with the 
complexity and plurality of 
modern society. 

• A vision of unity in diversity within 
a Deanery offers an alternative to 
some of the contemporary 
pressures on individual parishes to 
try to ‘do’ and ‘offer’ everything.  It 
can also be a positive counter to 
the consumerism which affects 
the Church.  

• Therefore, the diversity of tradition 
and experience within the Deanery of 
Luton is a characteristic which should 
be actively affirmed. 

• A rich diversity of ministry can be 
affirmed.   Parishes can share their 
expertise and learn from each 
other. 

• The diversity of the deanery is 
more than a diversity of the 
parishes.  It is increasingly the case 
that people identify more strongly 
with work and social communities 
than they do with their geographic 
neighbourhood.   There must be a 
diversity of approach to meet 
people in the communities in which 
they belong.   

• This diversity can grow in Luton as 
sector ministry is expanded and 
developed across the Deanery. 

• Most importantly the diversity of 
the Deanery goes beyond the 
denominational.  There is a 
joyful and essential diversity and 
unity in the local body of Christ 
which is lost at our peril.   

• The diversity of church in Luton is to 
be greatly affirmed.  There needs to 
be an awareness that the Anglican 
Church in Luton is itself simply a part 
of the body of Christ in the town.  
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4.19 Interdependence.  Diversity and unity 
will be enjoyed and nurtured where 
there is a culture of interdependence.   
A deanery can enable this to happen.   

• Interdependence means a growing 
sharing of resources (people, 
buildings, finance, equipment …), 
expertise (practical, pastoral, 
educational, mission …) and 
ministry  (clergy, readers, ministry 
teams, others …).  

• There is much which can be done in 
the Deanery of Luton to encourage a 
practical interdependence.  The 
Review Group has sought to 
encourage this through its 
recommendations for Mission and 
Ministry Areas. 

4.20 Adaptability  The complexity of a 
body, when it is working well, makes it 
highly adaptable.  The deanery needs to 
be able to respond to the changes within 
society and to adapt to them, but not to 
be driven by them.   

• If this is to happen there needs to 
be time and space given for 
strategic thinking, creativity, and 
imagination.  Challenges need to be 
discussed and ideas need to be 
tried out.    

• The Review Group hopes that its 
recommendations will create the 
space and the relationships in which 
this creativity grow and from which 
many good ideas can emerge. 

4.21 Relationship   A body needs to be 
nurtured.  The deanery cannot simply 
become a functioning body, it needs 
encouragement and care. 

• In particular parishes and 
individuals in the deanery need to 
get to know each other, to develop 
in trust of each other and to have 
an increasing sense of a shared 
goal.  

• One of the vital things to do in the 
deanery is to grow the sort of 
relationships which will enable this 
to happen.  

• Again, the Review Group hopes that 
the proposed 10 areas for Mission 
and Ministry will be built on just such 
relationships of trust and 
commitment. 

4.22 The Vision for the Deanery is a vision of 
a place in which good things can be 
born and develop.  It is not a vision for a 
layer of bureaucracy or even of 
synodical government.  It is a vision for a 
place in which people get to know one 
another, learn from each other, come to 
love one another and grow together in 
collaborative ministry.  What fruit might 
emerge from such a base? 

Such a Deanery can become a creative 
place. 

• The Deanery as a forum where 
ideas can be shared and born. 

• The Deanery as a place of support 
where people have a sense of 
belonging. 

• The Deanery as a place of training 
where people grow in confidence 
and in skills of ministry, lay and 
ordained. 

• The Deanery as a place of shared 
resource where resources, both 
people and material, increase in 
effectiveness. 

• These are the aspects which the 
Review Group has sought to enable 
through its recommendations. 
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Making the Vision a Reality  The 
Review Group strongly believes that it is 
possible for the Deanery of Luton to grasp this 
vision and to build the relationships of trust 
and support which will enable it to be fulfilled.   

The Review Group believes that a central way 
to do this is to restructure the deanery into 
units in which these relationships can develop.  
This is explored further in Chapter 6. 

A Church for the 
Future 

4.23 In addition to what has been said in this 
Chapter much has been written about 
the Church of the future and about 
trends and where they are leading. 

• The Review Group has sought to 
be informed about these.  In its 
recommendations it has sought to 
take seriously what is being said 
about the future shape of the 
Church. 

• Appendix 8 gives a select biography 
of some of the books which have 
helped the thinking of this report. 

The Review Group realise that there is 
much thinking still to be done.   

It hopes, however, that its own 
reflection and vision will assist the 
Deanery of Luton in growing new ways 
for the Church of the future. 


