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Andy and Emma


Questionnaire for Church Leavers.

Thank you for offering to help with my research.  These are the things I am interested in.  If you can help me by outlining your journey, I would be grateful.    

	Your background – upbringing/testimony?

Andy – Non-Christian family (father positively anti-Christian).  Became a Christian in my early 20s through contact with Christian colleagues. Struck by their lifestyle characterised by love, kindness and sense of community. Moved back home to Darlington.  Father told me to move out because I’d become a Christian.  Joined Trinity Fellowship.

Emma – Parents had been Methodists but mother stopped going when she had children, father a few years later. Attended Methodist Sunday School until I was 7 when my older brothers decided they didn’t want to go any more, so there was no one to take me. In sixth form college I became increasingly aware of the emptiness and pointlessness of my life. Somehow I knew that relationship with God was the answer, and gradually became Christian at Loughborough University through attendance at Methodist Society/ Christian Union, and sharing room with the only other Christian first year girl in Hall of Residence. Moved to Hertfordshire, joined a charismatic church.  Returned to Darlington two years later and joined Trinity Fellowship, which I’d started attending in University vacations since I was 19.



	The church you left:  what was it like?

A community church meeting in cells midweek and all together on a Sunday. Charismatic, though apart from occasional prophetic words, gifts of the spirit not greatly evident in meetings. Very young congregation, so we (in our forties) were probably in the oldest 5 or 10% of members, and older than all the elders except the pastor.

How long were you part of the church?  Any roles or responsibilities?
Andy – 19 years

Emma – 26 years

Andy – house-group leader, then children’s worker

Emma – in worship group, then house-group leader, then cell leader and led children’s worship.



	What factors made you think about leaving? 

· Lack of significant relationships. Over a period of years our most significant friends had left the church. We had few peers in terms of age, and nobody we could really turn to for wisdom, counsel, and guidance.

· Lack of alignment between our vision and that of the elders. Our focus was more on personal development/ discipleship – making it work as the foundation for passing it on. The elders had stronger emphasis on mission activities and strategies for growth. Cell makeup often chopped and changed to support elders’ vision. It didn’t seem to take account of people’s relationships or pastoral needs.

· Our vision seemed to be irrelevant to elders. We got to the point of really wanting to make a difference, and be more involved in developing people than we could be in the cell.  The pastor originally seemed keen to support us, but after a year in which nothing happened we instigated discussions with him, and it became clear that any plans for discipleship training wouldn’t include us.

· Emma – as a cell leader, things I wanted to do or changes I wanted to make weren’t allowed. Seemed to be an inflexibility and rigidity about the 4 Ws and exactly how they would be delivered. Felt steam-rollered and not listened to.

· Teaching seemed far more fundamentalist than we were, e.g. views on spiritual authority invested in leadership hierarchy.  Also words of prophecy seemed to carry undue weight sometimes.

· Pressure to be involved in ‘church vision’-type activities such as organising fun day for local community, but little freedom to organise ‘our vision’-type activities.  This ties in to some of the points above – elders seemed to have a view of members being there to support elders’ vision; we wanted to help everybody fulfil their own potential in God and follow their own calling.

· Children’s work. Our children were now being educated in the sort of views and beliefs we were struggling with at Trinity Fellowship – e.g. not being able to do anything without God. There’s a sense in which that’s true, but reiterated and not explained it can be confusing and disempowering.  We didn’t think it was serving them well.  Andy often found himself going against the grain in children’s work meetings.

· About six years ago I (Emma) thought I might be on the verge of a breakdown, and realised that there was nobody at Trinity Fellowship who I thought could help me. My search for wholeness led me to the Life Training organisation, dedicated to helping people live in freedom and maturity through a personal discovery of truth. We have both now experienced and seen how powerfully people’s lives can be impacted, simply and efficiently without rules, preaching etc. We began to realise that there were other very effective methods and models for helping people become more Christ-like. This passionately excited and interested us, but was viewed with suspicion by the elders. 

· Eventually we came to the point of recognising the need to choose between staying, and toeing a party line without enthusiasm or integrity, and leaving, being true to ourselves and what we knew of God, but without having a clear alternative.



	How long were you thinking about leaving before you actually left?  

First started to feel unhappy about 15 years ago (!) when some of our close friends left (possibly for similar reasons to ourselves). We always felt that the pastor was never very close to us after that, and wondered whether we had been tarred with the same brush.  However, we stayed for many reasons – a belief in the ‘body’ teaching of 1 Corinthians 12, thinking that we must be part of the answer at Trinity Fellowship; a belief that love, grace, forgiveness would see us through; obedience to church teaching about being obedient to the elders; and a desire that our children grow up in a loving, supportive Christian environment (which didn’t really happen).  It was only in the last five or so years that we really began to think about leaving.

What went on in your own feelings over this time?

Much heartache, pain, struggle. Often heavy-hearted, trying faithfully to make it work.  We stuck with it for years because we had a vision of how we wanted to be, and what we wanted to do for God.  The decision to leave took a lot of courage as it flew in the face of years of church teaching (‘Never leave a church, it’s like getting a divorce’, ‘If you don’t like it stay and help change it’, ‘God will judge you on your obedience to the elders’).  It was also a bit scary as there was no obvious alternative for us.

Some frustration at not being able to get the elders to see that we could be part of the answer.

(Andy now looks back and feels a bit depressed at ‘wasting’ so much time there.)



	How did you go about leaving?  How long ago was it?

It was finalised in May 2003 following a series of discussions with the newest and youngest church elder to air our concerns – we didn’t initially come to these meetings with the intention of leaving, but to explain our position and see whether we could move forward from where we were and still stay in Trinity Fellowship.  We had a final discussion with him and the pastor.  The more real we were with them, the more clearly we could see what little common ground we shared. Finally we wrote a letter of thanks and farewell.



	Did you have any clear idea what you would do when you left?  

(e.g. Did you expect to find another church?  Continue in the faith on your own? Or with a few others?  Abandon the faith?)

Above all, we wanted to continue in our faith, becoming more Christ-like and better equipped to help others on their faith journeys. We wanted to invest time in significant Christian relationships, and trust ourselves to hear God’s voice and follow him.

Beyond that, we didn’t really know what the future would look like, but thought it would be unlikely that we would find a church whose vision was sufficiently similar to ours that we could commit to it.

	What did actually happen?  

This is a work in progress! We started to see more of significant Christian friends, met with them and some others to study the ‘Renovare’ material, hosted an Alpha course, and are now due to discuss the format of our next group. 

We also meet monthly with another small group of Christians to explore and discuss our journeys.

We’ve occasionally attended two churches (one another community church, one Anglican), but aren’t inclined to throw our lot in with them – we’re really looking for more freedom and a different approach to how we ‘do’ church.

Would you say that your own faith has been helped or hindered?

Helped. This has been a maturing process for us – to leave (fairly!) graciously, and to stop being dependent on the elders and their view of how we should be.  We probably have more self-confidence, which comes from taking more responsibility for ourselves.

We do have significant concerns however, particularly for the children, and would want them to be part of a significant community.

We also miss having a ready-made community in which to serve.



	How do you see the future?

Uncertain.  We do have concerns; in particular, we are cautious about throwing in our lot with an existing church unless we can find a leader whose faith and wisdom we could have confidence in, and who would love and trust us.  We also recognise that as our daughter approaches her teenage years, we would really like the children to be in some form of church environment whose values and culture will help them to resist some of the influences they encounter at school and elsewhere.  This is becoming an increasingly important factor in our decision-making for the next phase of our journey.

We also have some excitement that we may have the opportunity to do something more meaningful and helpful.  However, we realise that to do anything fundamentally different, requires us to find a number of people who share a similar vision. At the moment some of our Christian friends are exploring their own way forward, and we have yet to come together as a team with a shared vision.



	Anything else that you think is significant?




Thank you for you help.                                          Paul Wilson.

