


St Mary’s is an Anglican parish located on a large 
housing estate in Workington, Cumbria. The 
estate experiences long-term social and economic 
deprivation, with high levels of isolation, poor health 
outcomes, and limited trust in institutions. At the 
same time, it is characterised by strong extended-
family networks and a deep cultural memory of the 
church, particularly around funerals, festivals, and 
rites of passage.

In early 2023, St Mary’s was approaching closure. 
Regular worship consisted of a monthly Holy 
Communion service attended by between six and 
nine people, led by an Archdeacon. The congregation 
was ageing, morale was low, and the parish had 
limited financial or volunteer capacity. Buildings were 
usable but visibly neglected, reinforcing a sense of 
decline.

Rather than responding with a worship-first relaunch or 
a short-term programme, the diocese chose to draw on 
Fresh Expressions learning and begin with a different 
question: what might renewal look like if the church 
listened carefully to its context before acting?

The Context

BASELINE (2023) 
•	 Regular worshippers: 6–9 (monthly)

•	 Pattern of worship: one monthly Holy Communion 
service

•	 Congregation profile: predominantly older adults

•	 Buildings: church, hall, garden space; all in poor 
condition

•	 Missional activity: minimal, mainly funerals and 
festivals

BEGINNING WITH LISTENING
Before any appointment was made, diocesan staff and a Fresh Expressions practitioner 
worked with the PCC and remaining congregation to undertake intentional listening. 
This included mapping family networks across the estate, listening to stories of loss and 
disappointment, and identifying where the church still held trust despite low attendance.

This listening revealed a dense ‘spider’s web’ of relationships connecting hundreds of 
people to the parish. It also highlighted that any new priest would need to work relationally, 
prioritising presence and trust-building over programmes or inherited expectations





FX SHAPING THE INTERVENTION
Fresh Expressions played a significant role in shaping 
both the strategic and practical response at St Mary’s.

Rather than offering a model to replicate, fx contributed 
language, frameworks, and permission to reimagine 
parish life.

The parish profile and recruitment process were 
rewritten through a Fresh Expressions lens. The post was 
explicitly framed as a pioneer parish role, with freedom 
to develop new worshipping communities and limited 
obligation to sustain declining inherited patterns.

Clear expectation setting with the PCC was central. The 
congregation were told directly that renewal would not 
look like returning to the past, and that success would be 
measured through relationships, discipleship, and new 
communities rather than Sunday attendance alone

AN FX-SHAPED MINISTRY IN 
PRACTICE

When Sharon was appointed in July 2023, she entered a 
role already shaped by Fresh Expressions values. She was 
supported through pioneer networks, reflective spaces, 
and diocesan accompaniment aligned with fx learning, 
which normalised experimentation, reflection, and 
adaptation.

Rather than launching a single flagship service, Sharon 
listened to the estate and allowed multiple new 
worshipping communities to emerge in response to 
identified needs.

the intervention

NEW WORSHIPPING COMMUNITIES 
Monday at 4pm emerged after a special educational needs teacher shared concerns that 
many children were not receiving a hot evening meal. This intergenerational worshipping 
community now gathers weekly around food, crafts, prayer, and storytelling.

•	 Average weekly attendance: c.40; termly peaks of up to 90

•	 Roughly half of participants are under 11 years old 

Toddler Tuesdays developed into a worshipping community in their own right, with prayer, 
a ‘thought for the day’

•	 20–30 children plus carers attending weekly

•	 Over 30 baptism enquiries linked to this community
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BREADTH, DEPTH, AND REACH 
Alongside these communities, a wide range of further worshipping and discipling spaces 
developed, each shaped

•	 Warm Welcome Wednesdays: 70–90 people weekly; hub for statutory and 
voluntary agencies

•	 Connect (with Junction 42): 20–30 attending; at least 8 adult baptisms in first year

•	 Salisbury Court: 10 residents in a residential worshipping community

•	 Community choir: 23 singers performing in public and pastoral settings

•	 Mental health support group: 10 regular participants; several now volunteering

•	 School partnership: weekly assemblies and nurture group; families joining Sunday 
worship

•	 Online reach: c.600 Facebook followers

Across these communities, St Mary’s has grown from fewer than ten regular worshippers to 
an ecosystem of around 200 people in a core worshipping life, with an additional 600–700 
holding a recognisable weekly or termly connection

LEARNING AND SIGNIFICANCE
The story of St Mary’s illustrates how parish revitalisation can emerge when Fresh 
Expressions accompanies churches through listening, role design, and contextual mission. 
Growth has not been uniform or programme-led, but relational, layered, and sustainable.

The work demonstrates the value of sustained investment in people, learning, and 
permission, rather than short-term interventions. It suggests a model that is adaptable 
across parishes facing similar conditions of decline, deprivation, and cultural distance from 
inherited church.
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