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Introduction: discovering  
relational accompaniment

Setting up the engagement

Here is yet another book that could change your life! This time with 
the added bonus that it could also materially impact your church, 
your workplace, your diocese, your family and your friends. This 
book invites you to a journey. Together, we could significantly affect 
the quality of our living and working environments. Whether you 
are a professional coach wanting to be more effective in enhancing 
performance, or a colleague wanting to facilitate greater flourishing, 
or simply a friend wanting to be of greater value, making a bigger 
difference for those you love, here is an opportunity to explore.

So, first an opening question: what are you hoping for? 

What single, clarified outcome would best repay time spent invested 
in reading this book? Put your answer into actual, specific words. 
Then ask yourself: what would that do for me? How might I be 
different if I actually achieved that aim? In what ways could my life 
and ministry be enhanced? Who might I be able to serve better? Who 
could I personally invest in, with what I have discovered here? 

This book is an invitation to explore relational accompaniment 
together. I suggest that the whole experience will work best if we 
treat it as an actual accompaniment. See this as an engagement 
over however long it takes for you to read (and possibly reread) this 
book. I invite you to bring your own story to the table and take time, 
genuinely, to respond to what might otherwise seem like rhetorical 
questions. Be specific, make notes, keep a journal, perhaps. Take the 
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risk of setting out, not entirely sure of the destination, but with a 
deep willingness to end up somewhere fresh and unfamiliar. That 
way, we can model together, incarnate the principles and try out the 
practices that are laid out here.

As the author, I will need to share something of my own story. This 
will serve as both introduction to, and exploration of, some of the 
key principles in our relational accompaniment journey. It will, of 
necessity, be rather personal.

The mother of invention

I had no idea what to do. It felt overwhelming. I don’t think I had 
any illusions about full-time ministry being a bed of roses, but this 
was way beyond anything that I had anticipated. Like so many of 
my colleagues before and since, I found myself asking if I had in any 
way been adequately prepared for what I now faced. Life, never 
mind ministry, makes demands. It is an inescapable component 
of the human condition to find ourselves confronted by challenges 
that look to be hopelessly beyond our capabilities. This, for me, was 
where the story of relational accompaniment starts.

I had spent four years in theological college. Previously riding 
racehorses for a living and later qualifying as an embalmer in the 
funeral trade had taught me much about life (and its opposite). Now 
I had a degree in theology to add to the resources. This was my first 
curacy, and a role as a junior member of a large staff team in as busy 
a parish church as could be found in the late 1970s. One thousand 
people per week came through the doors to services, community 
events and children’s work that spanned all ages. My specific 
responsibility was for the teenagers. There was already a flourishing 
group, between 20 and 50 strong, that well predated my arrival.

Now the vicar had taken ill. Roy Barker, the much-loved man in 
charge, was no longer on the scene. After 18 years of transforming 
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mission, the team leader and driving force was suddenly absent. This 
was the unanticipated crisis in what already looked like a massive 
challenge. It was clearly going to be all hands on deck. The remaining 
four full-time staff would have to share out responsibilities. The neat 
division of labour so far envisaged would be shot to pieces. Much 
more would be needed of us. (No one knew how long this was 
going to last. In the event, the vicar was ill for about a year. Then he 
announced a move and the parish was in interregnum. Finally, a new 
appointment was made, and quite naturally the new man needed 
adequate time to discern his own priorities. All in all, the situation 
continued for about three years.) This was going to be not so much a 
crisis, more a way of life. 

So, how could we continue to see growth? How would we conserve 
the gains already made? Or, more realistically, how might we even 
survive?

For me, the great insight that would urge me on through the next 
40 years of ministry was born not out of a deeply spiritual season of 
prayer and discernment, nor out of a highly structured management 
planning session, but out of crisis, out of sheer desperation. 

The only sustainable way forward that I could envisage would need 
other people, many other people. If they had already known what to 
do, then presumably they would have been doing it by now. This was 
going to require some fresh thinking. It would mean breaking new 
ground and many of us doing what we had not previously imagined. 
More people involved, more gifts harnessed, new skills developed 
and old reluctance and barriers overcome.

From where would this amazing army of volunteers emerge? How 
could we recruit, train, develop and support a brand-new tranche 
of effective leaders? The answer was quite simply that we couldn’t. 
That would be a dream too far. We would have to work with what we 
had already got. And that was it. That was the breakthrough. 
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My main responsibility was for that blossoming group of teenagers. 
They were of course as remarkable, capable, trying, disruptive and 
annoying as any bunch of kids that you might wish to meet. Within 
the pack were some natural leaders. There were others who might be 
encouraged to develop those gifts. There were kids with bright ideas 
and some who could just as easily be trouble. They were capable of 
great disruption, or perhaps they were young adults just waiting to 
blossom. Either way, they were potential on legs.

Sheer survival determined that there would be little time to run 
anything like a selection process for what lay ahead. My wife and 
I, with two other couples from the congregation to help, sat down 
with our list of teenage participants. We prayed, of course we 
prayed. Then we simply divided up the list into groups, using our 
scant knowledge of personalities and proclivities. Within each 
group we identified a potential peer-group leader. For each leader 
we nominated an associate from within that same group. To each 
group we allocated one of the adult couples as support. And so, for 
us, the concept of relational mission accompaniment was born. In 
effect, the teens themselves would do the ministry. They would run 
the small-group meetings. They would keep in touch with each other 
between times. We would provide the support. We could never have 
given adequate personal attention to a group of 50 or so youngsters, 
but we could, between us, help to develop significantly five or ten 
individuals. That is exactly what we did.

Lesson learned

This short, headline-grabbing story shows that three years later, 
those three groups of ten or twelve had grown to ten such units. 
The 30 to 50 had become somewhere around 100 plus. There 
were large-scale Sunday-evening gatherings for the whole crowd, 
but life, support, mission and growth happened in those smaller, 
peer-led, relational groupings. The adults focused almost entirely 
on supporting the young emerging leaders. 



Introduction: discovering relational accompaniment   11

It must be stressed that this was not initially a strategy for growth. It 
was a bunch of fallible human beings adopting a high-risk approach 
in a bid for sheer survival. It laid the foundation for what I later 
discovered alluded to by William James, the founder of modern 
sociology and chronicler of spiritual experience:

I am done with great things and big plans, great institutions 
and big success. I am for those tiny, invisible loving human 
forces that work from individual to individual, creeping 
through the crannies of the world like so many rootlets, or like 
the capillary oozing of water, which, if given time, will rend the 
hardest monuments of pride.1 

There is, quite naturally, a mass of detail, trial and error, failure 
as well as success behind the headline story of our Merseyside 
youth work. But the principle holds absolutely firm. What could 
not have been achieved by a single individual became flourishing, 
sustainable mission and growth when more and more individuals 
were developed, supported and accompanied through their 
own burgeoning ministry. At the heart of it, the one individual 
whose story I am most qualified to tell escaped burnout, survived 
inordinate pressure and flourished. Giving ministry away, releasing 
the gifts and callings of other people and, above all, concentrating 
on a relational mission accompaniment was going to shape my 
approach to the multiplicity of missional challenges that the next 40 
years would bring.

Delving deeper into the personal background 

Like many of my post-war, baby-boom generation, I was introduced 
to Christian faith through Sunday school. Coloured stickers, simple 
stories and memorable songs provided a backdrop to growing up. 
As I progressed to Sunday-morning Matins in our tiny Saxon Sussex 
village church, the greatest challenge was trying to guess the exact 
number of minutes into the sermon that the organist would unwrap 
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his first boiled sweet. It gave me a background in middle-class 
British cultural Christianity. What it didn’t give me was any sort of 
preparation to negotiate the squally waters of growing up and facing 
the world. 

When the first wave of crisis hit, in those troublesome teenage 
years, I turned to an old family friend, who had been responsible 
for children’s work back in that rural parish church. An hour sitting, 
talking, listening and being listened to in his study provided as 
much if not more than all the previous hours spent in services 
added together. I didn’t know it at the time, but a foundation of 
understanding was being laid. Was it counselling, mentoring, 
discipling or simple friendship? What does that matter? It was 
personal, relational, developmental and life-transforming. Without 
being overtly conscious of it, I was acquiring the core values of 
mission accompaniment. 

Living the values

Going back to that first Merseyside curacy, I was building on 
foundations long since laid. As a staff team in a leaderless church, 
we quickly learned how best to support each other. As a leader team 
with responsibility for a bunch of teenagers, we discovered that by 
working with and walking with the key youngsters, then our work 
could be multiplied. The lads and girls whom we accompanied in 
turn accompanied others, and the work grew. It ruined me for a 
traditional evangelical parish-church ministry of trying to pack the 
pews by powerful preaching. From now on, mission would be shaped 
by the values of relational accompaniment.

More grist to the mill

During the 1970s and 80s, there was a developing awareness of 
church growth theory and practice in the British church. Most of 
the models came from overseas, and particularly from across the 
Atlantic. There was a ready acknowledgement that the church in the 
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UK needed to get its act together, but an understandable suspicion 
that practices developed elsewhere would not easily translate into 
our context. I found myself teaching church growth in a variety of 
settings and to a range of denominations. If, like William James 
before me, I was ‘done with great things and big plans’, how was I 
going to champion an emphasis on growth?

Having babies versus raising the dead: 
insight from church planting

The next phase of ministry took me into the realms of church 
planting. Three years of work in the parish of Chester-le-Street, 
County Durham, is told in the 1984 MARC Europe publication Ten 
Growing Churches. One parish, six church plants, using what became 
known as the ‘strawberry runner’ model of planting; this allowed 
for growth not by getting big at the centre, but by sending out and 
supporting teams across the town. ‘It’s easier to have babies than 
to raise the dead’ was an aphorism that I think I picked up later 
from John Wimber. Whatever its provenance, the sentiment is clear. 
Nationally, the church needed a fresh start, new thinking, models of 
mission that were about more than packing pews. There was still no 
fully formed understanding of relational mission accompaniment at 
work here, but it is clear to me now that this was the underlying value 
of this growth. I was working a second curacy, overseeing one of the 
plants and coordinating more than 30 home-based groups around 
the parish, all under the leadership of the incumbent, Ian Bunting. 
‘I am more interested in growing big people than big congregations’ 
was another of those aphorisms whose exact origin escapes me, but 
clearly informed all that we were about. 

Building from scratch – almost

After I had worked on the staff team of two churches whose 
congregations numbered, at their peak, around 1,000 people per 
week, it was a bit of a shock to pick up a first incumbency in a parish 
church with a congregation of 30. St George’s, Fatfield had been built 
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at the end of the 19th century to serve a small County Durham mining 
community. By 1984, the year of my arrival and of the infamous pit 
closures, the village had been subsumed into Washington New Town. 
The tiny congregation had been pastored and loved over the years 
and were now ready for growth. ‘Please come and help to lead us 
into the future,’ they said. Who could refuse?

Several years later, the story ran in several national papers, and led 
to an interview with Michael Parkinson. On 29 May 1991, The Sun put 
it like this: ‘Vicar Kerry Thorpe has boosted his church’s flock by a 
hundred-fold – by fitting fancy furniture.’ 

The reality was rather different, but who am I to contradict our 
beloved tabloid press? The following day The Times ran it this way: 
‘Congregations have risen from thirty to three hundred at St George’s 
Church, Washington, Tyne & Wear, since the Rev Kerry Thorpe 
installed spotlights, comfortable chairs and pink carpets.’ 

The press missed the point, but the concept of relational 
accompaniment was growing. Help individuals to flourish; grow the 
people. Anyone who was part of that Fatfield story would know that 
most of the real work was done by others. It was Pat and Maurice and 
Kate, Elizabeth and Rodney, Dave and Bob. I didn’t, and don’t, have 
the gifts or the skills to achieve those kinds of results. Of course, it 
was God, but God working through growing people, who were more 
than capable of transforming their own community given the vision, 
encouragement and support. Still, I can’t deny that I enjoyed my 
moment in ‘The Sun’. 

The road to Canterbury

Drawing on all that had gone before, the concept of relational 
mission accompaniment finally took shape for me in the years that I 
have worked for the Diocese of Canterbury. Initially, in 1993, as vicar 
of Holy Trinity, Margate, my task was to oversee the planting of St 
Philip’s Church on the Northdown Park Estate. This was a purpose-
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built new church set among new housing. So far, so normal. But 
beyond that comes the story of resigning parish ministry and 
planting HARVEST New Anglican Church, which was a forerunner of 
the Fresh Expressions movement.2

The grit in the oyster

Despite all the foregoing accounts of flourishing ministry (and 
doesn’t it look good when only summarised and edited?), there was 
an equally important lesson to be drawn from failure. The planting 
of HARVEST, and the subsequent focus on accompanying and 
developing individuals, finally took shape because of my incapacity 
to hold it all together at parish-church level. I had not managed to 
carry the confidence of the regular congregation at Holy Trinity, the 
parent church. It was my inability to manage the demands of a large 
and lively church at the same time as growing a new congregation 
that finally led to the definitive leap of faith that became HARVEST. 
Only by almost being crushed under the demands of parish-
church administration did I finally clarify a conviction to do church 
differently, or not at all. I had no idea that I was ‘part of a movement’. 
Once again, I simply thought that I was trying to survive. 

Ironically, having spent my first 30 years of ministry moving further 
and further out towards the edges of structured Church of England 
parish life, I have spent the last ten years working back at the centre. 
By 2006 it was recognised that the HARVEST experience, and the 
relational development at its heart, had something to contribute 
to the existing structures of the diocese. Since then I have worked 
as Fresh Expressions Missioner, and subsequently as Mission and 
Growth Advisor, across Canterbury Diocese and beyond. All the 
time, I was trying desperately to apply the principles of individual 
flourishing and relational accompaniment in a culture that appears 
at first sight to be oblivious to both. 
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Your personal reflection

There is a little of my own story. What now of yours? 

• What are the influences that have helped to shape the person that 
you are becoming? 

• Who are the people who have invested most deeply in your 
growth? 

• What have you learned, to date, about relational accompaniment? 
• When have you found yourself thinking, specifically, ‘Is it just me, 

or is there a better way to be doing this?’ 

Take time to answer those questions. Risk some personal honesty, 
identify your own starting point, and then let’s commit to making the 
next steps of the journey together.




