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When it comes to times of crisis, or perhaps addressing challenging changes, there is an
image that is all-too-familiar: beware that we are not just rearranging the deckchairs on The
Titanic? The image is immediately captivating. The gaping hole in the hull means the liner
will soon sink. Panic stations. The time for action is now, and urgent. So what is the point of
a better view of the iceberg from a deckchair? We will return to this concept in the
conclusion. But in what follows, I want to critique the current Reform and Renewal
programme – an initiative designed to save the church through prompt, aversive action,
albeit late on – but I believe will cause even greater damage to the Church of England.
Some years ago, I was present at a meeting, when the then most senior executive-manager
in the Church of England told a gathering of our most senior theological educators, that ‘our
days for doing theologies of education or for theological formation in training, or for church
leadership, were over’. What he meant to infer was this: that in the entire reconstruction of
seminary or theological education, now imminent, there would be no theological thinking to
reflect on the content or process of the new world being ushered in, or to construct the
foundation upon which this new world would rest. All the decisions to be made were
pragmatic, organisation and financial. Theology had no need to involve itself with the
resulting reconstruction. The decisions would be made by executive-managers and
strategists, and not by theologians.
It is hard to know where to begin with critiquing such an approach. It would almost certainly
lead to a vacuous polity. Management can’t fill the gap vacated by theology, Christology or
pneumatology. Executive leadership can’t substitute for God. If God – and theology,
Christology and pneumatology – are not our point of origin for addressing and transforming
the church, then we will simply produce a secular reification; non-sacred or anti-sacred
material. The glory of power is its reification. And what is reified from the power of secular
ideologies and business-think will be a creed that values the material, quantifiable and
reproducible: exactly what the executive-managers want us to value.
Here, therefore, the church might as well be a supermarket chain or car plant; the only
difference being that we are ‘selling’ God and trying to increase our customer base through
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our outlets (i.e., churches). But such a viewpoint is little more than a form of idolatry. Now,
the executive-manager proposing to exclude theology was no idolater, to be sure. But he
was proposing a production plant and line – shaped and governed by salvific executivemanagement – and then placing it at the heart of our life and worship, in order to grow the
number of consumers. And that is idolatry. We cannot worship systems and functions –
even for ends we believe might be good: only God can be worshipped.

In the Church of England, there is now a palpable sense of alienation within our polity. The
Spectator magazine has reported on the ‘reformers versus opponents’ contest that
underlies the growing ‘sense of exile’ many now feel inside the church:
A new mood has taken hold of Lambeth Palace. Officials call it urgency; critics say it
is panic. The Church of England, the thinking goes, is about to shrink rapidly, even
vanish in some areas, unless urgent action is taken. This action, laid out in a flurry of
high-level reports, amounts to the biggest institutional shake-up since the 1990s.
Red tape is to be cut, processes streamlined, resources optimised. Targets have been
set. The Church is ill - and business management is going to cure it… Provoking more
anxiety, though, is the emphasis on growth in numbers. Half of the central fund
distributed to help poorer dioceses is to be diverted to support thriving projects. The
previous system was thought to ‘subsidise decline’. The new approach, to be
brought in over ten years, is meant to ‘incentivise… church growth and innovation
and flexibility.’ (Dominic Greaves, God’s management consultants: the Church of
England turns to bankers for salvation, p. 18 July 2015, 20)
Most denominations are not alert to the dangers of uncritically inculcating management and
business-think into their systems and structures. To an organisation that is panicking, or to
an institution that believes itself to be in decline, the rewards of incorporating secular
managerialism can appear to be tantalising. But all too often the adoption of pragmatic
principles creates little more than a ‘Zombie Church’. Managerialism, when it is good, and
the servant of the institution, can bring valuable support – even liberation. When it is the
master of the institution, however, it can be life-sapping, not life-giving; an agent not of
renewal, but of ennui. Managerialism will still prod and stimulate the lifeless body, and it
can give the appearance of creating movement and animation. But in truth, the Zombie
Church has arrived. We are merely watching death warmed up.
Reform and Renewal
Media accolades for church leaders are usually double-edged. So a recent acclamation by
one journalist, that the Archbishop of Canterbury might be considered to be ‘God’s
management consultant’, is arguably both constructive and critical. Constructive, in the
sense that the accolade paints a picture of a person who gets things done. Critical, perhaps,
in inferring that consultants rarely come up with deep wisdom and long-term solutions for
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institutions. They have a tendency to be quite faddish, and operate in a climate in which
their counsel and services are ultimately dispensable.
To be sure, the Archbishop has set about reforming and renewing the Church of England
with a zeal and zest more usually encountered amongst secular management consultants.
Yet the American contextual theologian James Hopewell has some sage counsel for clergy –
at any level – embarking on a new role in the church. Rather than begin by trying to improve
the church, he argued, the minister should first make an effort to understand it
(Congregations: Stories and Structures, 1987).
The Reform and Renewal agenda from the Archbishops’ Council is currently working its way
through the Church of England. The reforms are, in one sense, a kind of manifesto from the
new team at the top. Their agenda is packed full of proposed improvements for the church,
ranging from theological education and ministerial training, selecting and training leaders,
to changes in church law, governance and regulations. To be sure, there is scope for
improving all of these. Yet the primary problem with the proposed agenda is that the
reformers don’t seem to understand the subtle, rich nature of the church they seek to
improve. They have set about proposals for alteration and transformation, yet with little
evidence of having a deep and rich comprehension of the body they propose to reform.
There is an absence of ecclesiology.
Of particular concern is how the church is to be read as a body. Is it a failing member-based
organisation, which essentially needs a new business plan, led by a confident CEO, with the
workforce re-trained? Or, is the church a support-based institution mainly composed of
volunteers, that needs its community connections nourishing and deepening, with those
called to serve affirming and supporting in this role? Moreover, perhaps this kind of
institution is less like an organisation, and more like a family, led by a parent-figure?
Hopewell offers some more counsel here. Too much reform in the church and denomination
– high-handedly imposed and hastily implemented – has the potential to cause significant
and lasting damage to structures and morale. Try and understand the value of the past, he
argues, before you usher in a new future.
There is some sense in which the current motto of what could be termed ‘the new
leadership regime’ – an alloy of executive-managers and episcopal–enforcers is “out with
the old, in with the new”. The justifying narrative for promoting the new is that the old has
consummately failed. Indeed, the underlying assumption of Reform and Renewal seems to
be that unless it is accepted – largely wholesale – our life as a body is in mortal peril. Bishops
seem to be working with a scripted mantra: “the Church of England only has a few years left
– a generation at most”. Those who question this are deemed to be in denial. Those
querying the wisdom of colluding in a collective anxiety about the future, together with the
ensuing ‘panic attack’ consuming the resources of this body, are held to be dissenters or
deviants.
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This helps explain, in part, a conversation I had with a clergywoman several months ago,
whose bishop had spent a day in her rural parishes. One of her churches had an electoral
roll of 25, in a village of 400. ‘This will all be gone in a decade, unless something radical is
done’, the bishop opined – both bleakly and critically. The same bishop conducted a
ministerial development review just a few weeks later, for a clergyman running a ‘fresh
expression’ – a new congregation of young people in their 20s and 30s. The congregation
had enjoyed stable-but-flat numbers of two dozen. Apparently, these statistics were fine for
the bishop, and the clergyman’s ministry was duly affirmed.
Both forms of ministry are valuable within a mixed economy. But one contributes much
more to the diocesan coffers than the other. Only one connects with many hundreds of
people every week through baptisms, weddings, funerals, other services, and numerous
village events. Only one preserves and fosters a rich heritage of buildings and practices,
cherished over many generations. So my hunch is that the village church will be active and
alive for many years to come. ‘Out with the old, in with the new’ is a strangely dissonant
motto at this juncture.
The manifesto of the new leadership frequently claims to be rooted in research. But, all too
often, this research rests on assertion rather than argument; it arises from imposition rather
than consultation. There is a growing conviction that, under the new leadership, the thesis
directs the facts and the use of research amounts to ‘driven evidence’ rather than being
evidence-driven. Good independent research from academic sectors is dismissed, for fear it
will slow, dilute or deflect the Reform and Renewal agenda.
The recent Green Report – on selecting and training senior leaders in the church – offered
an insight into the DNA of the Archbishops’ Council reform initiatives. It emerged from a
conspicuous lack of wider academic consultation. So, likewise, did the Report on Resourcing
Ministerial Education – steadfastly refusing to consult key staff in theological education
institutions. Similarly, a group of lawyers from the Ecclesiastical Law Society recently
complained about the lack of basic comprehension of the place and function of canon law in
the church to be found in the new ‘Simplification’ proposals. It is far too easy to claim you
are ‘cutting through red tape’; only to discover far too late that what you actually sliced
through were crucial nerves and tissues in a delicate body-politic.
The From Anecdote to Evidence report was spun to promote the idea that ‘fresh
expressions’ of church were equally as successful as parish ministry. But the data does not
establish this. Good, broad parish ministry has a huge and extensive impact, connecting
widely with communities. A ‘fresh expression’, with a narrower intensity, cannot match this.
Suggesting the two paradigms are of equal value is a misuse of the data. Much of the
research that underpins the Reform and Renewal agenda has been narrowly conceived, and
not open to wider academic scrutiny. Some of this work lacks appropriate robustness, and is
then being ‘spun’ for particular ends. This does a cross a line – an ethical line – which is
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eroding belief in the proposed reforms and their trajectories, confidence in those driving
them, and ultimately leads to a lack of trust in our leadership as a whole.
Part of the art of leadership is engaging with the scepticism and dissent in the body you are
called to lead. Dissonant voices are often loyal, and contain essential truths that a culture of
uncritical consent misses. I am concerned that the Reform and Renewal agenda is driven by
a leadership who wish to transform a broad institution into a manageable organisation. In
this coup, the culture of compliance dominates, and critical voices distanced or silenced.
Intellectuals, prophets and poets are now largely absent from our episcopal ranks. They
have far too many awkward questions about the present to be of use.
So, the age of the executive-manager leading the church has dawned. Some undoubtedly
applaud this. Others are quietly appalled; they drift away, silently. This is why James
Hopewell’s prescient work argued that attention should be paid not just to what is apparent
and observable in the church, but also to what is not evident, or immediately visible. So
Hopewell might have been intrigued by some time I spent in a nearby local village hall on an
August bank holiday. It was a soggy wet day, but the coffee morning was in full swing, the
sole purpose being to raise money for the parish church. Out of a population of four
hundred, there were around eighty attendees – so a twenty percent turnout.
The eighty attendees could be sub-divided into four roughly equal groups. First, those who
came to church frequently. Second, those who came regularly (e.g., Christmas, Easter,
harvest, etc.). Third, those who came very occasionally (e.g., funerals, etc.). Fourth, those
who never come to church, but nonetheless care enough to help sustain it.
Some voices in the new leadership, in their haste to organisationally rationalise the church,
will undoubtedly be calling for Beeching-style cuts to rural churches. Yet one striking fact
about village churches is that they are remarkably resilient, and despite their resources,
continue to persist and flourish. A village church is a support-based institution to which
many subscribe. It is not a member-based organisation, in which it is obvious who belongs
and who doesn’t. Indeed, those who habitually attend would be resistant to such
demarcations. The church is a body with a soul – a mystery; more than the sum of its parts.
It is a social-transcendent reality; occupied with God, virtue and values.
So, as Hopewell counsels, before you try to reorganise and transform the church, first take
steps to try and understand it. Deeply. Because if you don’t comprehend the body, the
proposed reforms may do more harm than good. The builder that does not understand the
material and structure of the house (of God), nor has any real appreciation for its evolved
architecture, is likely, in attempting to improve the property, commit unintentional
vandalism. The primary building blocks of the church are, de facto, theological: creeds,
doctrines, ecclesiology – beliefs and structures. If you don’t respect these, you risk violating
the building, and its inhabitants. The structure soon becomes unstable – even dangerous.
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Conclusion
The main bones of contention can now be simply stated. The new regime is mainly offering
secular business-led, management-led and growth-led ideologies – but without adequate
spiritual or theological depth. There is currently no example of any theology-led reform. The
counter-claim, of course, will be that these reforms are urgent and mission-led, and that
mission is inherently theological. That would be fine, if a true theology of mission sponsored
these reforms. It doesn’t. The reality is that the progenitors of the new emphasis on mission
are rooted in a combination of anxiety, displaced nostalgia, pragmatism, managerial hubris,
and a desire for tangible signs of success. A theologically-led missiology would be rooted, in
contrast, in wisdom, contemplation and conversation.
Propagating a new quadrilateral – of impassioned fervour and spiritual zeal, linked together
with secular reasoning and business-think – is an alienating and divisive platform from
which to pursue an agenda for reform and renewal in the church. Camouflaging all of this
under the controlling meta-trope of ‘crisis’ (cue: ensuing panic), and then claiming to be the
sole purveyor of the necessary redemptive counter-tropes – ‘the urgency of mission’, ‘the
need for strong, decisive leadership’, the necessity of (everyone who is a ‘serious Christian’)
adopting the nomenclature of ‘discipleship’, the non-negotiable strategies and vision that
apotheosize management, organisation and growth – is, to be sure, an effective piece of
politicking. As a narrative counter-coup, this is clearly successful – at least initially. But it
amounts to little more than manipulative rhetoric, whose sole purpose is to assertively lead
and exclusively direct.
The Reform and Renewal programme lacks academic depth, scholarly wisdom, ecclesial
extensity and emotional empathy. It has a dearth of com-passion for the whole body of
Christ. It lacks a theological point of origin. As such, the programme scatters, but does not
gather; it repels more people than it can ever draw in. It believes itself to be omnicompetent and self-sufficient. It is arrogant, rude, and insists on its own way (c.f., 1 Cor. 13).
Correspondingly, faithful resistors and questioners are branded as being in denial, as
deviants or as dissidents, and they are quickly allotted a negative value.
As such, the Reform and Renewal programme is a rather grace-less enterprise. It lacks
charity. A leadership without love, humility, vulnerability and broader collaboration is
merely a bullying dictatorship. Unwholesome, it further alienates those who believe
themselves to be part of the church, but don’t self-identify with unsubtly coded
nomenclature (i.e., ‘committed disciples’, ‘vision’, etc.) that aspires to divide believers either
qualitatively, or by ecclesial ethos, and apotheosizes the new leadership with their ‘core
priorities’ and ‘vision’ – all scripted by an exclusive power-elite. One is reminded of Yeats’
poem: the centre cannot hold; the best lack conviction; ‘the worst are full of passionate
intensity’. Things will fall apart if the leadership continue to impose an un-spiritual and nontheological agenda on the church. Where there is no theological vision, the people perish
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(Prov. 29: 18). It is not hard to foresee, therefore, other kinds of growth emerging in the
light of the reforms: disenchantment, disengagement, and demoralisation.
A further concern is the worrying lack of emotional intelligence in the reforms. In business
idiom, the Reform and Renewal programme is a ‘push’, not a ‘pull’ strategy or agenda. That
is to say, the programme has been pushed from the outset on to the groups and people in
the arenas it seeks to reform; it is an imposed ‘vision’. It has not pulled people together in
well-convened theological conversations or enticing spiritual visions, that would draw
people in. At times the Reform and Renewal agenda has been driven by pushy politicking,
bordering on bullying. The drivers of the programme have refused to recognise that, as the
people holding all the power and authority in the equation, there was an inherent weakness
in any resistance to the agenda.
The current House of Bishops briefing paper on Reform and Renewal [HB(15)180]
acknowledges some resistance to their proposals, especially those on theological education,
but only seems to think that ‘understanding’ the issues is the problem. Reform and Renewal
mistakes reluctant cooperation for agreement; it confuses hesitant compliance with
consent. The lack of emotional intelligence means the agenda continues to be pushed. The
cadence of bullying underneath the agenda, and those driving it, sees no problem here.
A final concern is the coherence of Reform and Renewal. Repeatedly, a 50% increase in the
number of ordinands is cited as a major goal: ‘secure a step change in the number of
ordinands and improvements in their quality…to support a 50% growth in numbers’
[HB(15)18, pp. 4-6]. There is, however, no indication of how this number is to be achieved; it
is another ‘pushed’ target. Nor is there any indication of how the budget for ordination
training, selection and mentoring might rise to meet this exponential growth. Nor an
indication of what an ‘improvements in quality’ means, or how it might be measured.
Neither, of course, is there any theological vision for this large new wave of clergy, trained
and formed (apparently), in different and (more cost-effective and missional?) ways,
compared to those of the past. Especially in relation to this word ‘quality’. The complete
lack of any spiritual and theological articulation is most striking.
It is as though the sponsors of Reform and Renewal have come up with a business blueprint
for the church and, barring the mild forms of resistance they have so far encountered (and
mostly dismissed) leading to slight modifications, they now seem set to impose their
agenda. Yet the progenitors have not understood that what feeds the soul of the church,
and whole the body of Christ, is spiritual food. Moreover, good spiritual food is something
that pulls us in; it gathers us. And this is where Reform and Renewal fails so miserably. It’s
an imposed recipe – and a sterile one at that; one that very few find appetising. Yet it is
being foisted on the church.
In contrast, the church wants to be fed something that is rich and nourishing. It does not
want a meal consisting of processed pre-packed secular-business fodder, no matter how
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much passionate intensity it is served with. The banquet of God’s kingdom gathers us in.
The Eucharist is God’s grace; food for sharing. Is it really too much to ask for vision from our
leadership that is robustly intellectual, theological and spiritual? And not, instead, a meagre
morass of managerial pottage? Could we have less Bartlet, and more Barth (c.f. the
Archbishop’s love of the West Wing)?
The Titanic sunk, not because it hit an iceberg, but because it was going too fast in difficult
conditions, and there was no sentinel posted in the crow’s nest to keep watch for danger,
some way ahead. On the bridge, inexperienced hands took the wrong kind of aversive,
panic-led action, swerving to avoid what they could see all too easily, but failing to
comprehend what they could not gauge below the water line – thereby ripping an even
bigger hole in the starboard hull.
Had the bridge simply stopped the liner, it would have hit the iceberg head-on, bow–first.
And this would have been a serious incident, to be sure; but probably only resulting in
injuries, not fatalities – with not enough damage to cause the ship to finally sink. The Titanic
disaster was caused by cascading human errors.
The allegory hardly needs elucidation. The Reform and Renewal programme needs to stop,
not plough on. It needs to re-engage with theology, and find appropriate spiritual points of
origin for its work, and be guided and shaped theologically. This needs to be inclusive,
collaborative and collegial. Reform cannot be led by small numbers of largely unaccountable
executive-managers, with compliant episcopal acolytes, deciding on the vision and priorities
of the church, and then finding a convenient superficial missional gloss. This may also be the
time for leaders of Reform and Renewal to consider making some significant movements
towards reconciliation. They could repent of their over-confident hubris, since the
imposition of the Reform and Renewal portfolio has been characterised by high-handed,
arrogant and rather dismissive approaches to the rest of the church.
The executive-managers’ New Quadrilateral – secular reasoning, business-think, spiritual
zeal and passionate intensity – can never compensate for its’ own unfathomable lack of
ecclesial comprehension, spiritual vision and theological depth. In Reform and Renewal, the
church becomes a body without a soul. An emergent ‘Zombie Church’ will never be a body
to inspire or cherish. This neo-reformist agenda simply doesn’t feed the soul. And a
leadership that can’t feed us won’t easily be able to lead us.
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