CHURCHES TOGETHER GROUPS IN KIRKLEES
WYEC Consultation, Dewsbury Minster, 16 February 2011

Convened by Clive Barrett, groups represented included Churches Together in:

Lower Colne Valley (Arthur Preston)

Gomersal and Birkenshaw (Ralph Davidson)

Heckmondwike and District (Cynthia Jagger, Pat Williams)

Upper Colne Valley – an ‘unofficial’ group (Ann Leigh, who also reported on Crosland Moor)

Brighouse and Rastrick – part of which is [just] in Kirklees (Louise Armitage)

Huddersfield Town Centre (Philip Clements-Jewery, recently retired therefrom; also Baptist Ecumenical Officer)

Lindley (Ken Ball, David Shaw)

Thornhill, Whitley, and Thornhill Lees (David Currie, Sue Clarke, Brian Pearson)

Dewsbury (Liz Exley, Kevin Partington, Brian Goodall; apologies- Tony Musgreave)
Emley and Flockton (Dianne Hughes)
Apologies were received from representatives of Churches Together in:

Birstall
Shepley and Shelley

Skelmanthorpe – Council of Churches

We shared stories…
… Emley and Flockton CT is struggling. Remembrance Day United Service is good, and one or two enthusiasts are involved elsewhere too, e.g. Huddersfield Street Angels, but otherwise flat. At best, invitations from one church for members of others to join in Lent course, Holy Week services. A couple of churches are small, elderly, struggling themselves. Some ministry changes are underway, which could make a difference. 

[Comment: It’s hard for CT groups anywhere when churches are going through difficult times. Maybe that’s when other churches can help?] 
… Lindley CT comprises 7 churches. The Catholics have recently closed and the Salvation Army opened, opposite. 2 joint services and a ‘Forum’ annual meeting. Week of Prayer for Christian Unity (WPCU) is a joint service, and longstanding Pentecost tradition. Christian Aid – about to repeat a successful Christian Aid quiz night. A joint Christmas card, designed by children in a schools’ competition. A Palm Sunday musical event. Some events are one church inviting others to join e.g. monthly healing at the evangelical church, Holy Week services… A challenge is being able to cope with fewer ministers. CT is lay led.
[Comment: But lay led is good, can lead to continuity and resilience.]
… Dewsbury CT is one of the best! 15 churches (including Elim), of which 13 are active members. Two representatives from each church in the leadership team, meeting 4 or 5 times plus an open annual meeting. 3 united services including WPCU and world development. An open air united service led by evangelical church. Ministers’ fraternal every 6 weeks; good relationship between ministers, good relationship between churches. (e.g. when one church boiler broke before a concert, another church stood in as the venue at short notice.) Happy to turn to each other and rely on each other. Mission focus: shoeboxes, Christian Aid, minimarket, miniwalk, and CT runs a superb twice-weekly drop-in centre for alcoholics and drug addicts, called CARE Dewsbury. On average, this draws in 25 people a morning, though one week there were 42 clients! It has been the mayor’s charity, and has opened doors to links with police and other statutory and voluntary agencies. Currently exploring possibility of a town centre shop. Also interfaith engagement.
[Comment: not only is CARE Dewsbury an excellent mission initiative, but devotional ‘Thought for the Week’ articles appearing in the local newspaper are collected on the CT group’s website.]
… Thornhill, Whitley, Thornhill Lees CT faces reduced numbers of churches. They recently had 7, now 5 and expect this might soon be 3 or 4. A Methodist Fresh Expression is part of CT. Imbalance in so far as one church is much bigger than the others. Quiz, Christian Aid, Bible Study, WPCU, Lent courses, Holy Week, including a communal meal in one of the churches on Wednesday of Holy Week. WPCU is marked in a non-church community hall, ‘neutral premises’, so no church is seen to be taking over. Group has always been lay led. Healthy now, but did have a crisis 18 months ago, when numbers at meetings dwindled. The churches (especially the biggest one) needed a bit of a kick to take CT seriously, including having an ecumenical mindset when planning their own diaries. Individual churches now see that they benefit from CT. They now agree that Lent and Bible Study are better together. Two issues: how to connect with ‘Particular Baptists’ locally, and how best to engage with a significant Catholic population now there is no Catholic church?

[Comment: Thornhill CT also has a useful website. It is especially good because it includes a link to the WYEC website, something which all CT websites should do!] 

Incidentally: a special, free, easy-to-use website-builder has recently become available for any CT group which does not yet have its own website. Find out more from www.ctbi.org.uk/528. There is now no excuse for not having a website!
… Heckmondwike CT faces the issue of ministers of multiple churches over a large area having to attend several different CT groups. E.g. the URC minister also has responsibilities in Gomersal, another minister in Cleckheaton. 
[Comment: this reinforces the point about the need for CT groups to be lay led; clergy can’t always do it.] 
Also one church is joining a Scholes cluster, which could change its direction of focus. 5 of 10 churches are Anglican – at one time there was only one minister. When a church gets distracted by unexpected big bills, e.g. for the roof, it can lose its interest in CT. Quarterly meeting plus an AGM. Can be a struggle to get two representatives from each church. Joint services include Good Friday in open air, Pentecost (this year at the URC church), WPCU (this year at the Catholic church), Remembrance, Carols (Christ Church Liversedge). For the four big services, the host church takes responsibility, rather than a jointly organised event. For Christian Aid, all churches do something, but house-to-house collecting is getting hard. 
[Comment: house-to-house collecting reaches non-church people but can be hard to run. Christian Aid has a number of alternative ideas if house-to-house gets too hard.]
There is also a Spen Valley Faith in Schools Trust, independent, but which includes representatives of CT. The trust employs a youth worker who, with others, goes into schools for assemblies; children come to different church events including a Bible display and holiday club.

[Comment: this sounds like a good example of mission work which a CT group can enable and support without its own small committee needing to run it. There are parallels with workers in Christian Initiative in Calderdale Schools, a charity supported by CT groups in Calderdale, and operating in Rastrick High School, among others. ]

… Lower Colne Valley CT involves 6 churches, including the Quakers. There is a sponsored walk in Christian Aid week, a WPCU service, Lent groups in diverse places. They have found joint social events have been a good way to build up relationships between the churches. There are trips out, e.g. Chatsworth, to help people get to know each other; this has shown to be beneficial with other events.
[Comment: Lower Colne Valley CT also benefits from a regular magazine across the churches, so people know what is happening at each other’s church, have a permanent invitation, and feel that it is all part of the whole. Communication is so important, and the magazine helps a lot.]
…Upper Colne Valley does not, strictly have a CT group, but… 28 years ago there was a committee formed to organise the Women’s World Day of Prayer (WWDP). This has since organised monthly services on a Wednesday for 25-30 people to pray for Colne Valley. The service rotates round the 7/8/9 churches in the area. The service takes whatever form is wanted by the leader of the day. There are 2 simple committee meetings to prepare for WWDP itself, and an annual coffee morning for the hospice.

[Comment: the Women’s World Day of Prayer is one of the most important and understated ecumenical activities in the country. So often ‘under the radar’, and nearly always lay led, it brings church members together outside the traditional structures of CT groups,]
… Crosland Moor CT is a small group with only one Anglican and one Methodist church. There is a monthly lunch for Christian Aid, a monthly service and a charity shop. There is always a Lent group and usually an Advent group.
… Gomersal and Birkenshaw CT organised a ‘REWIND’ programme for 4 schools, reaching 320 children altogether. There is a prayer walk around the churches, stopping at each for 10 minutes prayer. Last year there were 95 people involved by the end of the walk. There is a huge Harvest service, with local farmers, as the area is part rural. Bible Society coffee mornings. They go away on a retreat together, which is oversubscribed! 6am Easter sunrise service, Christian Aid, musical extravaganzas, WPCU pulpit swap including a lot of lay people. The CT group also serves 4 retirement homes each month with a service or a quiz. 
… Huddersfield Town Centre CT is involved with Street Angels, supporting chaplaincy to the University and town centre, pre-Christmas presence at Huddersfield Festival of Light (though the weather was bad), WPCU ‘merry-go-round’ / pulpit swap. There is trust enough to let one do things on behalf of the others, e.g. civic engagement, asylum seeker support. Good Friday walk of witness with 3 hours devotions. Facing up to changes of ministers in key positions in the town. Issues of fringe membership – Elim is now a member of Churches Together in England; recent church plants include New Frontiers and a reformed church meeting at Highfield community centre – these churches may not naturally relate with others, but positive approaches suggest the ministers may join an occasional ministers’ breakfast.
… Brighouse and Rastrick CT (with a subgroup, ‘Growing Together in Rastrick’) has 3 ecumenical services. Unlike Heckmondwike or Upper Colne Valley (above) these are based on ‘what we can share together’ rather than being of one tradition. The last service included interviewing people involved in Christian work. There is a Good Friday walk to a central church. A ‘Turning Point Counselling Service’ provides free, qualified counsellors, who, although only 2 or 3 are Christian, clearly do the work of the churches; it is an initiative which needs outside funding which is increasingly hard to find. Pre-Christmas there are carols outside Sainsbury’s, simply for the uplift / witness of singing them, and not with a collection. Pulpit exchanges, witness at Brighouse Gala (maybe, this year, dressing up as Bible characters). WWDP includes nearly all churches. Bible Society is supported in Brighouse. Rastrick supports Christian Aid but finds house-to-house collecting hard. There is a ministers’ meeting. There is a joint Christmas card. Lent groups lead to sharing at a deep level. Holy Week in Rastrick. A three-yearly weekend festival in the High School, ‘Celebrate Rastrick Together’, has invites to all local businesses and voluntary organisations to display their wares, with refreshments, activities, school drama and sports demonstrations; and a packed service for everyone on Sunday in the school hall.
Reporting ‘in absentia’:
… Birstall CT is doing well. It supports a ‘Chair’s Charity’ which for now is the building of a new school in the Caribbean. Bible Fresh week includes getting scouts and cubs to write a Bible verse.

.. Shepley and Shelley CT is doing the ‘Praying the Scriptures’ Lent course. There have been regular joint Anglican/Methodist services at both Shelley and Shepley including a harvest one in Shepley at the local pub, which seemed to go so well that people want to repeat it! They continue to enjoy good relationships with the Roman Catholics.
Mention should also be made of Meltham CT, which not only runs the Crossroads shop, but has an excellent website which doubles as a guide to key voluntary services in the area.

Finally, West Yorkshire Ecumenical Council (WYEC) is here to provide support and encouragement for Churches Together groups across the region, whether you are struggling or thriving. If you are struggling, please let us know and we will see if we can help in any way. Clive Barrett, the County Ecumenical Development Officer, welcomes invitations to attend your events, meetings or services. If you wish, he would happily preach or speak (but that’s not compulsory!) Please let WYEC know about the things you are doing in your CT group, so we can spread the word, celebrate your achievements, and promote good practice. A photograph always helps! If you have any suggestions for the content or better distribution of Unity Post, or the occasional WYEC newsletter, please let us know.
Our thanks go to those who turned out on a wet February evening, to Dewsbury Minster for hospitality, and to everyone active in Churches Together groups in Kirklees and for all you do together. Keep up the good work!
Clive Barrett
