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Networks and Third Places are Today’s Mission Field

By Ken Carter And Audrey Warren On August 9, 2017Leading Ideas

Where is community discovered in our time? In their book Fresh Expressions, Ken Carter and
Audrey Warren argue that people today are less likely to be connected through their geographical neighborhood or nearby church. The virtual networks and “third places” where
people gather are, therefore, an increasingly significant mission field.
At the beginning of the twenty-first century, networks are emerging as a powerful force in the Western world.
Networks are increasingly displacing neighborhoods as our sole source of community. This is the result of the flow of
communication through technology and an increased personal mobility, especially among the young.

Future Reformation Packet

Networks
A network might center around a hobby (running, hiking, motorcycling, or yoga), around work (information
technology, teaching, or health care), or around social justice (activism on behalf of immigrants, the LGBT community,
or victims of human trafficking). Members of the networks may or may not live in proximity to each other. Their relationships will often be a combination of online communication, either through Twitter and Instagram (younger) or Facebook (midlife and older), and face-to-face meetings. Each kind of meeting reinforces the other, but the pervasiveness of
technology allows for a deeper sense of identity that transcends geography and location. The church is called to plant
expressions of Christianity in third places that are increasingly “homes away from home” for a mobile and networked
society. It turns out that there is an increasingly large mission field in which to do this creative work.
Third places
The sociological concept of “third places” is helpful in our exploration of neighborhoods and networks. The theory assumes that the two fundamental places where we spend a great deal of our time are home and work. That leads us
into the next question: Where does one spend time when not sleeping or working? In Christendom (or church culture), a
prominent third place was the nearby church. In the church (say, for example, in the traditional and disappearing Bible
Belt of America) one might meet new friends, establish business relationships, play softball or basketball, make political
connections, find potential dating relationships, or discover a positive peer group for teenagers. Vestiges of church experience along these lines do indeed remain, although it is becoming rarer to assume that one will find these in any given
congregation. But, if we are honest, this was never the mission of the local house of worship in the first place!
Instead, new third places are emerging in our culture: coffee shops, sporting leagues, digital media, entertainment and resort culture, and pubs. Next generations such as Generation X, Millennials, and Generation Y especially orient their lives around these third places. Many of us have friends who inhabit coffee shops every day of the week, participate in running groups every weekend without exception, and form community in online relationships daily.
Characteristics of third places
Sociologist Ray Oldenburg offers insights about the concept of third places. Beyond the social environments of home
and work (the first two places), third places are essential for civic engagement and the development of a more inclusive
community. He outlines the following fundamental characteristics of a third place:
There are no economic barriers to entrance.
There is food and drink.
The space is highly accessible; there are regulars, who are usually present, and newcomers, who are welcomed and
received with ease.
There is a quality of neutral space.
The dominant mode of communication is conversation.
The mood is playful.
Third places as a new mission field
When summarizing the characteristics of third places, it is apparent that many congregations don’t meet a number of
these criteria. Our congregations may be composed of middle- or upper-class people; the space may not be accessible;
and/or the newcomer experience is often awkward. As churches become more bound to revered traditions (sacred cows),
the space can’t be neutral; there is a clear distinction between founding families and recent arrivals.
For these reasons, the church is called to plant expressions of Christianity in third places that are increasingly “homes
away from home” for a mobile and networked society. There is an increasingly large mission field in which to do this
creative work. As Jesus said to the disciples, “Open your eyes and notice that the fields are already ripe for the harvest.” (John 4:35)
Excerpted from Fresh Expressions: A New Kind of Methodist Church for People Not in Church (Abingdon Press, 2017)
by Kenneth H. Carter and Audrey Warren.
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HOW IS YOUR CONGREGATION DOING?
Questions and Texts to Consider About its Future

➢How has your community changed in the last 20 years? What effect have these changes had
on your church?

➢In what ways are your members being nurtured in their faith and witness? (Deut. 6:4-9)

➢When was the last time that someone suggested a new idea? What happened? (Isaiah 43:18-19)

➢What might it look like if your church decided to “push out into the deep water and let your

nets out for a catch (Luke 5:4)?”

➢How does your church “welcome the stranger (Leviticus 19:33-34)?”

➢Where do you think your church will be in ten years?

The Vibrant Congregations Initiative, Presbytery of Coastal Carolina
Beverly and George Thompson, Missional Transformation Coaches
October 2017
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Marks of a Healthy Congregation
What would a transformed congregation look like? A congregation is healthy and vital if the congregation is:
1. Created and sustained by vital authentic quality worship bonding the people to God and one another.
Worship speaks to the mind, heart, and the will of the participants and is the source of their community.
2. Enriched, not imprisoned by the past.
The congregation remembers its story, its crises and its triumphs, its heroes and its villains, its turning
points and its learning points. It is aware of its norms and values.
3. Open to the guidance of the Spirit.
The congregation balances an appreciation of its strengths with a willingness to try new things and to take
risks in the pursuit of faithfulness. Earnestly seeking God’s will as opposed to their own inclinations.
4. Committed to an effective discipling process.
New members hear that “the meaning of church membership here is that we expect you to grow continually, spiritually, theologically, emotionally, and intellectually and we have a variety of ways to help you do
that depending on your particular personality type. We expect you to be a different person five years from
now.” Folks learn to relate their faith to their daily life in workplace, home, and community.
5. Developing the “Corporate Soul” of the congregation as well as individual souls.
Attention is paid to the corporate culture, ethos, climate, morale, and behavior of the congregation in order to become the kind of community that empowers its members.
6. Able to face and deal constructively with conflict.
Diversity is valued; people differ without enmity. Concerns are addressed; conflict is not avoided. When
confronting one another, people honor the “ground rules” for fighting fair. They look for a “win/win.”
7. Committed to a shared vision from which it prioritizes and uses its energies and resources.

The vision unites and motivates the people to work together toward a desired future. The purpose of the
congregation is clear.
8. Actively engaged in addressing the issues and problems of its community and its denomination.
The congregation is not ingrown and turned in upon itself. It accepts the servant role in ministering to the
larger community. “The church exists for those outside it!” The congregation enjoys an “adult/adult relationship” with its denomination.
9. Committed to thinking globally while acting locally.
An awareness that everything in the universe is “hitched together” in such a manner that we in this country are affected by what happens anywhere else in the world. An acceptance of our interdependence.
10. Experiencing a positive dynamic between pastor and people.
Like a mature marriage, both parties are aware of one another’s strengths and vulnerabilities. There is a
mutual support and ministry is shared.
11. Committed to growth realizing that growth brings change.
Habitually open and welcoming to newcomers. Committed to membership growth realizing that this will
bring change. Always seeking new and creative forms of ministry and outreach.
12. A wise steward of its resources.
Incarnates the values and models the behavior that it wants church members to espouse. The values are
reflected in the budget priorities and the manner in which people spend their time, talent, and treasure.
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Created and sustained by vital authentic quality worship that bonds the people to
God and one another
Enriched, not imprisoned by the past
Open to the guidance of the Spirit
Committed to an effective discipling process
Developing the “Corporate Soul” of the congregation as well as individual souls
Able to face and deal constructively with conflict
Committed to a shared vision from which it prioritizes and uses its energies and
resources
Actively engaged in addressing the issues and problems of its community and its
denomination
Committed to thinking globally while acting locally
Experiencing a positive dynamic between pastor and people
Committed to growth realizing that growth brings change
A wise steward of its resources

How would you rate your congregation on each of these measures?
1 = poor

2 = fair

3 = great

What would it take to turn the “poor scores into “great” scores?
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Inward Focus on Institution

Outward Focus on Mission

