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Diocesan Learning Community

The second Diocesan Learning Community meeting took place on 4-5 November
2024 and this paper aims to provide the Governing Body with an account of the
event itself and a briefing on work that has been undertaken since.

The Learning Community

The Diocesan Learning Community event brought together about 70 people from
across the province to discuss the progress, challenges and future directions of
ministry/mission areas (MAs). The agenda included four acts of worship, which
punctuated the event.

The agenda was devised by a small working group, Chaired by Bishop John, which
began its work by asking bishops, archdeacons, diocesan secretaries, MA Leaders,
and lay people from around the province to provide reflections on MAs from their
various perspectives. The reflections informed the themes which were explored
within the various sessions of the agenda. The event included a mixture of
presentations, group and plenary discussions: for most sessions attendees were
seated in mixed groups but came together as diocesan cohorts for the final two,
reflection-based, sessions. Some dioceses have held follow-up meetings to discuss
learning points they can take forward.

The Learning Community was attended by Bishop Tim Thornton, a former Bishop at
Lambeth and Bishop of Truro, who has served on the Monmouth Review
Implementation Group and as the Archbishop’s facilitator working with the episcopal
electors in the diocese of St. Davids in advance of the St. Davids Electoral College in
2023. Bishop Tim acted as the ‘reflector’ at the Learning Community, where he
reflected on the discussions, providing comment, advice or alternative perspectives
as appropriate.

A fuller report on the Learning Community was prepared afterwards and is provided
separately. The report works through the event session by session setting out the
content and a précis of the discussions.

Governing Body motion on ministry areas

The Learning Community also provided an opportunity to reflect on MAs, as per the
motion passed by the Governing Body at its meeting in September 2023, which said:

Nearly 12 years have passed since the ‘Time is Now’ conference in
Llandudno, which launched the 2020 Vision. The 2020 Vision aimed at
transforming the Church in Wales, in part, through the adoption of
Ministry/Mission Areas in each diocese of the Province.

Since June 2023, all dioceses have formally commissioned Ministry/Mission
Areas, replacing the parochial system as the basic local administrative unit.
Ministry/Mission Areas mark a fundamental change in the structure of the
Church in Wales. They have long-term ramifications that significantly alter or
affect governance, finance, mission, and ministry.
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This Governing Body:

a. commends self-evaluation within dioceses and the sharing of good
practice across the Province;

b. welcomes the Archbishop’s steps to establish a Learning
Community to aid our reflection;

c. directs the Standing Committee, following the first meeting of the
Learning Community this autumn, to develop proposals to broaden
and embed robust methods for diocesan self-evaluation and
provincial collaboration.

Separately, a survey was prepared by the diocesan secretaries and undertaken
during the autumn of 2024 which gave the opportunity for MAs themselves, and then
dioceses, to reflect on MAs and MA life. The survey and its results will be presented
to the Governing Body as part of the agenda at this meeting.

Diocesan CMD for MA Leaders

The Bench has discussed how to proceed following the event. A programme for
diocesan CMD days for MA Leaders has been agreed. As part of this, four of the
speakers at the Learning Community have agreed to reprise their contributions and
the necessary arrangements for this are in hand. The sessions will include buildings,
mental health and well-being, training and vocations and an exploration of what a
healthy MA looks like.

It is hoped these sessions will allow a snapshot of the learning arising from the
Learning Community to be communicated to all MA Leaders around the province.

MA characteristics

The bishops have also discussed the general characteristics of MAs, in response to
some of the data that was prepared ahead of the Learning Community. It is well
known that MAs are not uniform entities around the province, with the size, shape,
governance organisation, typical number of church buildings, typical number of
stipendiary clergy, even the name, varying from diocese to diocese. This stems from
the Governing Body, back in September 2013, giving permission for dioceses to
innovate and not being required to follow a set pattern of MA formation.

Attempting to define a ‘ministry area’ as a construct within the Constitution has been
put off until all dioceses knew how they were approaching their construction. This
point has now been reached and one of the points raised during the Learning
Community was the growing need for the Constitution to catch up. That work is now
beginning and, at its meeting in February, the Standing Committee discussed how
this would be undertaken — further details are set out within the Standing
Committee’s report on governance and legal matters provided

Much is known about where diocesan approaches to MAs differ with the varying
names of the entity being the most obvious difference. The bishops felt that much
time could be spent trying to resolve this and to agree a uniform name, but such an
exercise would be unsettling and an ineffective use of time and energy. Instead, the
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bishops have spent time exploring the points of convergence and wish to promote
these to indicate that there is more in common between diocesan approaches than
difference, with the most significant being:

e All dioceses have embraced the MA model as a necessary change to
ministerial life to aid sustainability of mission and ministry.

e Ministry was offered as a blend of lay and ordained provision.

e All diocesan approaches represented an expansion of lay leadership, with lay
people now routinely Chairing MA Councils. In St. Asaph, some MA Leaders
are lay people.

Dioceses had a coherence of vision for MAs, which was to develop ministry
(including lay ministry) and sustain mission. That coherence of vision was a strong
unifying factor, and the bishops were content to allow this to be of greater
importance that uniformity of governance and finance-related structures.

JD
31 March 2025
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