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This issue is themed around the Seven Sacred Spaces, 
as written about in Encounters on the Edge no.43 
(released December 2009).  
 
In it George puts forward an idea that the monastic life 
has evolved 7 spaces that  sustain and develop their  
communities. These being cell, chapel, chapter, cloister, 
garden, refectory & scriptorium. He also argues it applies 
equally to local church. You may find it helpful to have a 
read through the issue to get a better understanding of 
what we are exploring here.  
 
For this bulletin, as there are 7 of us, we have each taken 
one of the 7 spaces and written a short article about our 

relationship to that place, and also how it relates to the 
team. That’s quite a tall order for a 3-400 word article, so 
you may notice this issue is larger than normal! Our  
intention is to keep the research bulletin brief, but this time 
round the length reflects our engagement with the area as 
a team, as part of Church Army in a time where the  
exploration of the missional/monastic life is in our minds.  
 
So we hope you enjoy this issue and that the subject helps 
you to engage further with a life of greater depth, mission 
and discipleship in Jesus, and enables you to reflect on 
the dynamics of your Christian community.  
 

The Sheffield Centre team 
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The scriptorium conjures up images of monks in cold  
libraries painstakingly illuminating the sacred texts being 
copied. In an age where reproducing text required huge 
effort and resource, this was a labour of love that enabled 
the writer to engage in a slow meditation on the text along-
side the artistic and creative task. The scriptorium was a 
place for writers to find wisdom and the texts produced 
served as a resource to the wider Christian community. 

Today the church is more connected than ever. Publica-
tion is readily available and information instantaneous. 
There are real benefits to instant access; for example, 
blogs have played an important role in the emerging 
church in spreading ideas, stories and critique. But have 
we lost our places of slow learning? How could snail 
paced wisdom develop in new monastic communities? 

In December Laurence and I spent a day with Revive, a 
Christian community in Leeds. During the day the group 
constructed a shared memory map of their journey  
together over the past fifteen years. They remembered 
their high and low times, and remembered how God had 
been at work amongst them. They remembered people 
who had come and gone, and how their community, their 
practices and their beliefs had changed over time.  
Stopping to remember what had happened also helped 
them to remember who they were, and reminded me of a 
quote we have stuck on the wall of the office, from Robert 

Pinsky, America’s Poet Laureate 1997-2000: 

"Deciding to remember,  

and what to remember,  

is how we decide, who we are." 

'Poetry and American Memory' October 
1999 

The learning day gave space for 
communal study. Looking back 
over their journey created space 
for slow reflection. I was  
surprised how the process  

unearthed the deep currents of their story and highlighted 
how their story repeated. It helped them remember who 
they had been, who they were together and what they 
could become. 

A scriptorium functions as a resource for the wider church 
but at its heart it is a place for slow wisdom, a place to 
remember where we have been, how God is amongst us 
in the present and open our lives to the possibilities of the 
future.  

The scriptorium is about remembering who we are. 

Beth Keith 

Scriptorium 
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Some people are in the middle of a re-interpretation of this 
sacred space, the one most familiar but maybe the most 
misunderstood. For the sake of those outside of our  
religious tradition maybe a totally new starting point is  
required. 

Every Monday evening I play football. Actually, it’s more 
than that. All day Monday somewhere in the back of my 
mind I am on a countdown to 6pm, and I can usually feel 
the adrenaline starting to pump at about 4pm. I don’t  
normally see these 11 friends again in the week, but  
something we share is that this time is precious, and a 
highlight, if not the highlight of our separate weeks. As far 
as I know, none of them profess a Christian faith. 

A few years ago I used to lead worship a lot. I would go 
through all the same subconscious physical and mental 
preparations as I do now for Monday night football. The 
regularity, the weekly structure, the anticipation and subse-

quent release, its all very similar. Obviously the content is 
vastly different, as are the lessons learnt. In church, I learn 
how to direct worshippers and shape a band, how to relate 
better to God and open my soul to heaven. At football I 
learn how to organise a defence, play my part in a team, 
lose myself in God in the moment and, importantly, how to 
relate well with people. 

If chapel is about communal worship, collective prayer that 
unifies, and a place that pulls together the other sacred 
places, I might be able to see some wider themes emerge. 
If I meet others and God and grow as a person at football, 
why can it not be chapel to me or my friends? After all, I 
don't know what other people experience there, or in 
church. One would assume that at church people would 
be more actively engaged in worshipping their creator, but 
maybe not. And for someone with no religious framework, 
like my friends at football, who can say?  

inwardly day by day as I see God at work in so many 
ways, not only in my own life but in our team and in the 
lives of others. Yes, even in those I would describe as ‘not 
yet’ Christians. 

The Psalmist looks forwards with a positive attitude  
towards his own ageing; not a time of diminishment but a 
time of yet more growth and vigorous growth at that. 
Clearly he has made friends with the older person within 
himself. I hope I can do the same, not for my own sanity 
but to show that the Lord is true and a rock in whom we 
can depend. I am therefore looking forward to retirement 
with an open canvas in front of me, or should I say a 
‘fertile piece of land’ for me to cultivate; new possibilities 
and further growth. I must learn to let go of the past and 
look forward. For this reason I have no thought-out plans 
as to what I shall do except to follow our Lord the best 
way I can, with all my human failings and anxieties. God 
will I am sure use me as He has in the past, adding more 
bits to the puzzle.  

Mike Collyer 

Mike retired at the end of 2009 but continues working one day a 
week with the Sheffield Centre in 2010 to keep the momentum of 
his work until a replacement can be appointed.  

For you, Lord, have made me glad by your acts, and I 
sing aloud at the works of your hands… Such as are 
planted in the house of the Lord shall flourish in the 
courts of our God. They shall still bear fruit in old age; 
they shall be vigorous and in full leaf; that they may show 
that the Lord is true; he is my rock, and there is no  
unrighteousness in him. Ps.93: 4, 13-15 

An important part of the monks’ duty of care, to their  
dependents as well as to God, was maintaining the  
monastic gardens. As I reflect on my past work as an 
evangelist, maintaining the ‘gardens’ to which God has 
sent me over the years has not been easy; not easy in 
the sense of trying to hold in balance my three main  
duties - my calling as an evangelist (seed sower rather 
than reaper) has tended to take priority over my own 
spiritual and family needs. This has caused some very 
real tensions in the past. I was forever feeling a sense of 
guilt in failing in all three duties at the same time! A real 
triumph for Satan! But thanks be to God, the painful  
moments have been far outweighed by our Lord’s  
promise to sustain, comfort and provide the strength and 
motivation to continue, with frequent mini-resurrections 
and much rejoicing. 

I am by nature an anxious person, in that I am never  
totally convinced that I am doing the right thing! The 
miracle is that, as I look back, all the little bits of jigsaw 
pieces that did not make sense then are beginning to 
build into a meaningful picture. So I echo the words of 
the Psalmist as he contemplates the faithfulness of the 
Lord in the past. The Lord has truly made me glad, and 
He continues to make me glad. Glad too at having the 
privilege of completing my paid employment in the  
context of The Sheffield Centre; a place from which 
seeds are scattered and from which ‘green shoots’ and 
fresh ideas are nurtured. I have grown and have learnt 
much from my colleagues. Like the Psalmist, I too sing 

Garden  

Chapel 

Continued... 
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The red sofa. The much-used, much commented upon 
cosy corner of our office. To me, this piece of furniture is a 
symbol of the value we place on hospitality. Add to that 
our cafetiere coffee (we abandoned instant long ago) and 
we hope we offer one another and visitors the kind of  
personable, good-quality hospitality each of us would offer 
in our homes which can so often be absent in uncongenial 
office environments. That said, there are areas that chal-
lenge us. A good deal of confusion and manic searching 
follows the request of sugar from a visitor and a glass of 
water takes time as we plunder the staff room crockery 
cupboard for a clean, non-chipped glass. 

The whole team regularly eating together is somewhat 
hampered by our being made up of itinerants, part-timers 
and (at times) home-based workers. As meals together 
are not common, it is interesting that the tradition of 
doughnuts and pastries has grown up around our team 
meetings and research team meetings. The inclusion of 
such treats marks out the times we are all able to meet as 
special - mini-celebrations. For good or ill, we have 
brought something of the refectory dynamic into our deci-
sion-making (chapter) and learning together (scriptorium). 

Food features highly in a mission project I have been  
running this term for my MA. I have been running a  
cookery club for local 9 and 10 year olds who go to our 
local school. I am amazed at how easily cooking aids the 
development of personal and social skills as well as  
offering natural connections into traditions, festivals,  
story-telling and spiritual reflection. To top it all off, it is 
such good fun. I'm not sure what this project will lead to 
but it's been a fantastic place to start. 

I note that those types of fresh expressions with food at 
the heart of what they do seem to have extra appeal. 
Could the hot meal that families sit down for be the rea-
son that the Messy Church model has be reproduced in 
so many places? Could the centrality of coffee, croissants 
and bacon butties be why café churches accounted for 
almost a quarter of initiatives registered on the Fresh Ex-
pressions database? As Michael Lloyd unpacks is his 
book Café Theology, why should being a Christian and 
things like bible study, prayer and worship be at the exclu-
sion of the things we really enjoy doing? 

For mission endeavours and fresh expressions who take 
this refectory aspect of their life together seriously, I note 
Vanier's comment that food isn't as effective at nurturing 
community if it is served in a self-service buffet style. The 
serving of one another is vital for when we do not serve 
each other 'we are, at best, a collection of people who live 
alone together.' For me, this helpfully connects to the  
wisdom that as expressions of church grow and mature 
as communities, a sense of belonging should not be  
confused with mere attendance. 

So when refectory works well, it will be about everyone 
pitching in to help rather than a small team laying on a 
spread to which everyone else helps themselves. In this 
way, of all the seven places refectory offers any young 
church the best and the most natural starting point for 
developing the mutual serving and genuine meeting that 
must eventually grow in all seven spaces if they are  
serious about ecclesial maturity. 

Claire Dalpra 

Refectory 

And my expression of faith in any chapel experience need 
not be more than muted. A quote from George's Encounter 
no.43 concerning St Francis' conduct in chapel:  

"In liturgical worship he [St. Francis] deliberately restrained 
himself ‘so as not to give offence or disclose the divine 
intoxication’." (The quote is originally taken a book by 
Brother Ramon). 

I grew up without formal liturgies; I don't miss them. I have 
grown away from a weekly pattern of Sunday church  
attendance; I rarely feel the lack. We’re in a world where 
friends are 2 clicks away on facebook, and YouTube  
videos can provide a corporate worship experience. I am 
part of an age bracket of people struggling just to stay alive 
as Christians, let alone do mission, so where do I find a 
meaningful communal expression of faith?  

George says in Encounters No.43 that "We may be seeing 
a sad growth of de-churched orphaned hermits." I wonder 
if he might be talking about me. 

Laurence Keith 

Chapel continued... 
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Cloisters are good! 

This year I turn 46. I grew up in a Christian home, did  
missionary training and a stint at Bible school, trained with 
Church Army for three years, and I’ve gone to more  
Christian conferences than I care to admit to. 

Why am I telling you this? Because I’m trying to work out 
exactly how many sermons I’ve heard in my lifetime. More 
to the point, how many of them do I remember? To be 
honest, apart from a handful of exceptions, I can’t recall 
the content of any of them! 

Maybe we’re all wired up differently. Take your average 
Christian conference. Bung up a PowerPoint display and 
deliver a 40 minute lecture and my brain freezes over after 
ten minutes. But chance meetings with people in hallways, 
discussions round dinner tables and at the bar, are often 
(to me) more stimulating, challenging and memorable.  
I can still remember chats I had with people in the lounge 

at Bible school more than twenty years ago, but ask me 
about any of the talks… 

This is why I’m an advocate of the idea of cloister. Feed-
back about the subject from groups at a recent Church 
Army conference included the following descriptions: 
‘Place of non-planned meetings, including those we natu-
rally avoid’ and ‘Place of connection and access to the 
other venues, a thoroughfare, thus unplanned encounters 
and conversations within the community’. 

In The Sheffield Centre we have our own version of the 
‘unplanned meetings’ aspect of cloister. It’s called the red 
sofa, and I’ve often learnt more about my colleagues, their 
passions, their findings and what makes them tick during 
our unstructured coffee breaks on our well-used red sofa 
than from anything they may have written. This is why the 
red sofa is such an important part of Sheffield Centre life. 

Andrew Wooding 

Cloister 

The treasure chest reminds me of the inmost ‘space’, 
namely cell. My story over the year is that in monastery the 
rhythms of the day opened the door of the cell, several 
times a day, though I had to choose to go within and risk 
that alarming encounter of the deeper self with God. Over 
time, what began as an artificial pattern became a desire 
to go there more often, to say less and stay more, and let 
an ‘ordered life confess the beauty of thy peace.’ I returned 
with resolve not to let this treasure out of my working life. 
Then I met permanent electronic availability, a torrent of 
meetings and wide ranging travel. The middle of the day 
stopped being a pause and rushed on unabated.  
Occasionally I could carve out space but it was carving; 
laborious, against the grain, at a cost. Soon I felt out of 
rhythm, robbed of treasure, locked out of the chest. Mis-
sion was murdering my monastic. 
 
Still when I can - on a train, in an airport lounge, between 
engagements - I seek to steal away. I am fortified in that 
search by noticing how near to one another are two of Je-
sus’ well known sayings. Matt 6.6; ‘when you pray, go into 
your room and close the door…’ and Matt 6.21; ‘where 
your treasure is, there your heart will be also.’ The word ‘is’ 
usually allows the reversal of what it couples. Where your 
heart is, there your treasure is also. I suspect cell is the 
place of the heart and I testify to the treasure that is stored 
there. I am chastened at how tricky it is to keep the  
tradition of opening the chest, but without it there is loss of 
balance. As Henry Nouwen has it, ‘the spiritual life has to 
do with the heart of existence.’  
 

H. Nouwen, Letters to Marc about Jesus, (London, DLT: 1988)p. 3.  

George Lings 

Last summer I wandered round the Venetian mayoral  
palace of Dubrovnik. Amidst its architectural grandeur, 
artistic collection and gruesome prison cells, I came to a 
room with an open treasure chest. The craftsmanship of 
this ornate lock was riveting. At New Year we invited one 
another as a team to think of an object that summed up 
our relationship with God over the past year, and the  
image came back to me. 
 
My 2009 had contained generous affirmation from others 
that I treasured, not least a memorable 60th birthday party 
and a Ph D graduation ceremony. But it also included a 
sabbatical mainly spent among monastic communities,  
a fruit of which was the recent Encounters booklet  
exploring 7 monastic ‘spaces’.  

Cell  
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The place of decision making; a place for women in 
fresh expressions?  
The idea of the chapter as the core leadership group  
responsible for the community lives on in our cathedrals. 
But, as recent research by Canon Jane Hedges of  
Westminster Abbey shows, of the 42 Anglican cathedral 
chapters in England only 2 are run by women and only 
13% of their members are women. Until recently my wife 
was one of them. The body of Canon Hedges’ research 
explored the lack of women in senior posts in the Church 
of England, including only 11% of archdeacons and of 
course at present no bishops. The reality is that this  
question is being asked of fresh expressions of church 
too; women clearly are involved in fresh expressions but 
the national leaders, decision makers, conference  
speakers and book writers seems to be primarily male.  
 
Why is this? I am not aware of any research specifically on 
this, perhaps since Rosie Ward, now at  CPAS, did some 
on women church planters back in the early 1990s - so if 
you are doing any please let us know. I have however 
been able to draw on a number of conversations. Lucy 
Moore on http://www.sharetheguide.org/blog  7th  
December 09 has started one worth exploring. These  
suggest some observations that might form the basis of 
some future research.  
 
Network theory tells us that all social groups have a  
narrative that re-enforces the status quo; filtering out  
foreign ideas that suggest practices and beliefs should 
change. Clearly cultures do change but tend to do so only 
as relationships break down allowing new networks to 
form that generate new narratives. Many of the questions 
about why women are not in positions of leadership, both 
in Christian communities and the wider community, make 
sense within this observation.  
 
In short, we largely have male leaders, so we naturally 
replicate them. Even if we change our mind on this at a 
theoretical level and decide it is right to have women in 
leadership, this of itself doesn’t break the power of the 
network’s culture to prevent this happening. Existing male 
leaders are the gatekeepers for future leaders and will 
tend to look for those like themselves. Even if consciously 
they are looking for women leaders, unconsciously they 
are likely to view women as ‘not called to leadership’ when 
the only reason they don’t look like leaders is that they 
don’t look like male leaders. Beyond that, many of us are  
more likely to see all leadership in terms of the male styles 
we have seen. This not only affects the men who are 
tasked with looking for leaders but women who might feel 
called. They too are likely to look at male leaders and not 
see a role model for themselves and conclude they aren’t 
called to be leaders.  

In the US there are two streams of emerging church. The 
stream most identified with the Emergent network are 
predominantly from independent evangelical church  
backgrounds and male led. The other is within the 
‘mainline’ denominations; Episcopalian, Methodist,  
Lutheran etc, and these are  predominantly female led.  
 
I have a hunch that this is for two reasons. These denomi-
nations have had women in leadership for a long time, 
and women in senior leadership, so the role models are 
well established. They also are moving from a position in 
which mission has been primarily about social justice to 
one beginning to engage with cross-cultural church  
planting, whereas most others, like our own, seem to me 
to be coming from the opposite position. It may be that the 
male led evangelical mission heritage of many in the fresh 
expressions movement, whilst giving them long and  
useful experience in evangelism, is part of the problem in 
generating women leaders to sit round the chapter table. 
 
One might have hoped that where we recognise the call 
to be pioneers in ministry, pioneering new roles for 
women in leadership might have come naturally. It seems 
not to have done, and that suggests to me that we need 
to look at the culturally conservative pressures in this  
regard within our fresh expressions. Perhaps the call for 
women to be pioneers in both areas when their male 
counterparts only have to live with it in one, creates an 
additional burden requiring extra support, resources and 
encouragement. But we need to create a culture in which 
female role models emerge that enable both men and 
women to see what female leadership looks like and 
break the cycle.  
 
Canon Hedges notes that the culture in the wider church 
prevents women applying for posts or putting themselves 
forward; they need encouragement from others. This I 
think also applies in the world of fresh expressions.  
 

Steve Hollinghurst  

Chapter 
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The Sheffield Centre is part of Church Army, a 

predominantly Anglican society of Evangelists 

who exist to enable people 

to come to a living faith in 

Jesus Christ.  


