National Church Planting Congress Report
From Karen Wilk
“Re:call” Church Planting Canada, Winnipeg, November 15-17, 2011

Church Planting Canada is a national network of denominational leaders who work together at local, provincial, and national levels to strategize, learn, and cooperate towards developing healthy and new church communities across Canada. “The Congress” is their national gathering that takes place every two years and has done so for the past eight years. This year it was held in Winnipeg and was attended by about 600 denominational leaders, church planters, authors, pastors, and theologians who are actively thinking about and pursuing strategies and new models for church planting.
This year there were 37 denominations represented at the congress, including ‘us’. Martin Contant, our CRHM Western Canada Regional Director, has been a part of the leadership team of this organization for a number of years.  Speakers addressed a number of issues (see below), and connecting over coffee and meals with a broad group was most helpful. There were, from my perspective, three important conversations happening.
1. Denominations recognize that this is not another program or model but rather a paradigm shift and a renewed understanding of what it means to be the people of God.   
a. The word “imagination” is important. People are imagining a future different than the one they have.  Instead of producing anxiety (although it probably produces some), many express hope and new vision and as a result are partnering in creative ways with unlikely allies (Denominational boundaries are coming down).  However, failure to actually move forward, take risks is, as author/speaker Skye Jethani shared, not due to lack of resources or even desire but it’s because of lack of imagination.  We still want to do what we’ve always done, only better.
b. As CRHM Canada, we are beginning to dream, envision and take some initiatives in a movement to multiply multiplying disciples, leaders and communities.  CRHM is supporting missional hubs in both Eastern and Western Canada.  This is very encouraging.  We invite churches to help CRHM connect with the people in their congregations who might be interested and willing to step out and join us on the front lines of this movement.  
2. The Missional Conversation is ongoing and reached a tipping point in Canada.
Most people identify the missional conversation as more than a new church movement (over and against seeker-sensitive or church growth movements of the recent past). There is a sense that the fundamental shifts in Canadian culture are best addressed by the church in the context of missional theology. Conversations must start with God (Who is God), with his mission (what is he doing), and our participation (what are we invited by God to do). If we start with ecclesiology or mission we miss the point, but when we start with God and his purposes for the redemption and shalom of the world through Jesus and the work of the Holy Spirit, we will find our way through the deep shifts we are facing. A healthy dose of theological engagement and missional imagination is vital for establishing new starting places for our churches today.
3. Neighbours and Neighbourhoods
Probably more than any other topic that brought life and enthusiasm was the topic of neighbourhoods and neighbours. For missional thinkers such as Alan Roxburgh, the neighbourhood is the natural next step for the missional conversation. It is easy to imagine getting to know my neighbour and inviting them over for coffee, whereas theologizing about social justice and global mission may be more ethereal and immediately unattainable (although no less important).
“Neighbourhood” is becoming the jumping off point where people can put missional theology into practice. The goal is not to convert or bring to church, loving neighbour is not a slick trick to get people to be like you.  Loving neighbours is Jesus’ command and a way that Jesus works among us and in the people with whom He has placed us. Loving neighbours, knowing them, sharing hospitality, and putting down roots in a community are all important to the witness followers of Jesus have and reflect a fundamental belief we have about the Kingdom of God (immanence of Christ, Immanuel, resurrection, etc). So much more to say, but this is foundational and I think a starting point for how we think about church planting (that is, to love neighbour first and plant churches out of that relationship, not an imposition without relationship).
Speakers
The Congress boasted an awesome line-up of speakers. By some strange turn of events, we  have been welcomed into this circle of leaders and had close contact with almost all the speakers. We had breakfast with Skye Jethani, an author who spoke about the imagination of the church. I had brunch with Dr. David Fitch who spoke about the objectification of the church and renewing practices that will re-establish the church in Christ as opposed to a consumer culture/paradigm.  We spent time with Cam Roxburgh (Executive Director of Forge Canada), Scott Hagley (PhD in Missional Theology, teacher with Forge), and with Dr. Gary Nelson, author of some great books and president of Tyndale Seminary.
Here are a few of their books (* indicates Canadian authors):
Skye Jethani: The Divine Commodity
*Gary Nelson: Borderland Churches
*Roger Helland: Missional Spirituality
We have potential allies all over the place. Besides the books mentioned above, here are some of the website links that may be valuable as you explore further.
thecongress.ca
forgecanada.ca
churchplantingcanada.ca
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