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A Foreword 
This workbook and study guide is the work of Canon Chris Neal. 

Chris served for many years as a clergyman in the Church of England. His final ministerial 

appointment was as Rector in the parish of Thame where he began to use small, missional groups 

of disciples as a way that represented the full worshipping and serving life of the local church. 

Over his many years of leadership in the church, Chris came to see the need for radical change. He 

would often tell people that there was a danger of leaders becoming chaplains to private clubs 

and what was needed instead was a completely new form or shape of church life, rather than just 

seeking to reform or improve church ‘as is’. 

It was no doubt out of this conviction that Chris served as part of the working party for the 

‘Mission Shaped Church’ report produced by the Church of England in 2004 which led to the 

widespread popularising and authenticating of fresh expressions of church, laying the 

foundations for the development of pioneering ministry in the Church of England and Methodist 

Church today. 

Chris began working as Director of Community Mission at Church Mission Society (CMS) in 2003 

where he was instrumental in establishing CMS as an acknowledged religious community within 

the Church of England and where he greatly encouraged the setting up of training for Pioneer 

ministers. Chris was passionate to explore a different kind of future for the church, one more 

located in the ‘movement expression of Christianity’ rather than in existing organisational models 

and practices. To that end, he encouraged others to explore new forms of monasticism, rules of 

life and rhythms of daily spiritual practice. Small missional communities of believers were central 

to such a vision, providing a space to explore Christian discipleship in which there was freedom to 

be entrepreneurial and risking taking in developing new approaches to mission. 

In retirement, Chris sought to develop forms of Christian discipleship that were earthed in small 

groups of Christians working out what it meant to follow the Holy Spirit of Jesus into an ever-

changing mission landscape. The ‘Apprentice’ resource was very much part of such a vision, 

although personally Chris was unable to complete the resource due to the limitations brought on 

by contracting motor neurone disease. Even during his struggle with such a disabling condition, 

he was able to complete ‘Insights’ as a unique workbook and devotional guide for those who 

found themselves on a similar trajectory, travelling out from organisational models of Christian 

community to explore a more fluid and movement expression of their faith. Chris believed that 

such movements had always led the Church into a deeper and more authentic experience of 

Christian mission, helping the Church to re-discover the activity of God’s Holy Spirit in the world. 

Chris died in February 2019, but he has inspired many fellow travellers. This workbook is a tribute 

to his vision and passion. 

The Apprentice Team 
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An Introduction 

This book is not intended to be an academic treatise, but rather an exploration of the call to share 

in God’s mission to his world and, in particular, to our local community and the people we know 

and engage with every day – as family, friends or work colleagues. 

It is clear that over the past 100 years culture has changed radically, and that change continues at 

a rapid pace. This means that the mission landscape coming into view is very different from 

anything experienced in the past. This new challenge means a totally new way of hearing, 

understanding and then responding to the call of God to share in his mission to his world. 

A little Background History 

The mission journey for me began back in the 1950s. I was born into a Christian family, and from 

the very beginning knew the presence and reality of Jesus. It was when I was seven that I knew I 

was called into some form of ministry and at the age of 15 knew it was to be ordained within the 

Anglican tradition. 

However, even then, it was important for me to be on the edge of Church as we know it. The Vicar 

at St Luke’s, Tunbridge Wells, had been brought up in Scotland as a Presbyterian. Although he 

became Anglican, and was ordained into the Church of England, he taught me to question 

constantly received wisdom and understanding. He also allowed me to experience leadership 

when I was in my early teens – this was unheard of in the 1960s!! 

The other key factor was the school I went to – The Skinners’ School, a County Grammar School. 

There were five keen Christians on the staff, and the Christian Union was an important part of 

school life. Although we may have been unaware at the time, we were being encouraged into a 

deepening discipleship and being taught leadership. The Christian Union summer camp was an 

important time for leadership to be developed, as those in the 6th form led the small groups in bible 

study and prayer. 

The rest of my time at university and college continued this shaping, and, by the time I was 

ordained, in 1972, my desire to share God’s mission heart had been well and truly formed. 

The other key factor came in May 1974. I was a curate in Croydon, and went to hear John Taylor 

speak about small missional communities. This is when he was General Secretary of The Church 

Mission Society. He spoke of the ‘small’ having real significance and not simply being an adjunct to 

the larger congregation.  Although he may not have used this phrase, he was saying that the whole 

DNA of Jesus is in the small as much as the large. I remember going home so excited and wanting 

to create Church in this way. 

It took some years before it became a possibility, but when Team Rector of Thame, we introduced 

small missional communities, calling them Homebase – a place to find home and a base for mission. 

Within two years we had grown from 16 house groups to 45 small communities. 

So, this study guide is an invitation to explore afresh, or maybe for the first time, this mission call 

of God 
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An Invitation to Explore Mission 

From this background, it was amazing to 

discover God’s grace and reality in ever 

deeper ways in the various places where I 

was called to minister, and always there 

was the invitation to explore further the 

call into mission.  

This exploration included understanding 

more fully the way of the Trinity, the scope 

of scripture, both old and New Testament, 

the person and the calling of Jesus, and 

how we are called to express Christian 

Community as the Body of Christ.  

However, it is not just the theology or 

missiology which is important, it is how we 

allow that theology to change our thinking 

and then the values which we embrace 

and the life that we live, not just 

individually but collectively as a 

community of disciples; followers of Jesus, 

together hearing his daily call, to go with 

him into his world.  

This will mean having courage to explore new perspectives and ways of thinking and living. As this 

happens, so missional communities will be created. These will seek to bring the love and hope of 

Jesus to every community in which they are set. It will also mean exploring what it actually means 

to be the Body of Christ and how each individual is released into their own particular calling and 

mission ministry as well as learning to live and work together as a community. 

Engage  

The following explorations are not just for the individual to read and then move on. There needs 

to be real engagement with the issues, both individually and collectively. At the end of each chapter 

there are reflections for the individual, a prayer to use, and then material for a group to gather 

around.  

As the aspects of mission are covered, hopefully, this will create a desire for a deepening 

discipleship, and the creation of missional communities, which live as the Body of Christ, and bring 

encouragement to share a deepening sense of mission. 
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The Shape of the Time, both Individually and as Community  

To enable this exploration and engagement each week will be shaped around: - 

• Reading for the week 

• The Key points  

• An Exploration 

• Reflections for the individual 

• Discussion material for the group 

• Prayer for the week 

A Prayer as the journey begins 

Lord, I choose to trust you, 

Help me to journey beyond the familiar into the unknown. 

Give me faith to leave the old ways and break fresh ground with you. 

Christ of the mysteries, can I trust you to be stronger than each storm in me? 

Do I still yearn for your glory to light upon me? 

 

******************* 

I determine, amid the uncertainty to trust you. 

I choose to live beyond regret and let you recreate the tangled landscape of my life. 

I believe you will provide for me. 

I trust you in the light and in the darkness and know that all my times are in your hand. 

I believe you for my future, chapter by chapter, until all our story together is written 

 

******************* 

Focus my mind and heart upon you. Help me to shake off weariness of spirit. 

Appoint me to your task for me – strengthen and bless me for it and teach me to live with 

eternity in view. 

Tune my spirit to the music of heaven and somehow make my faltering obedience count for you. 

Chris Neal 


