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Introduction
Welcome to this workshop, in which I will share a few thoughts on pioneering in the Netherlands.

In 2012, our church’s synod decided to make room for new forms of church life. A key impetus for this came from the Church of England, which published the report *Mission-shaped Church* in 2004. That report recognised that, despite declining church attendance, new forms of church were emerging that were reaching people in new ways.


Shortest definition of a pioneering place
"New places of worship for people who do not (or no longer) attend church."

Urgency, calling and movement

A sense of urgency
Pioneering usually begins with urgency: dissatisfaction with the current situation combined with a longing for something that barely exists. It shows up in the origin story of almost every pioneer place. People may be concerned about too few newcomers, shrinking congregations, a lack of real connection with the neighbourhood, or poverty and injustice. Others feel uneasy because they cannot share the gospel with the people around them, or cannot bring them along to their own church.

Holy dissatisfaction
Out of this urgency comes calling, which you could describe as holy dissatisfaction. It is shaped by both the gospel and the context. When people respond to it in their hearts, things start to move, and God's Spirit seems to be at work. It means making room for things we could not have imagined beforehand.

Missio Dei
This is where the theology of the Missio Dei matters. Mission comes from God, not from our plans. God is already at work in people and places, and we are invited to recognise that movement and join in. We try to discover God's direction. The process can look messy, but it gradually gains direction.

The process of pioneering

Why would you do it? Various motifs
Motives differ, but pioneering is always about connecting with people nearby who do not (or no longer) go to church. This is never separate from the gospel: my organisation puts it as bringing people to Jesus and walking Christ's way together. Of course sharing the gospel is broader than proclamation alone. Mercy and proclamation go hand in hand, through listening, being present, building relationships and walking alongside people.

From activity to process
Activities are what people notice first, but they are not the goal. They are part of a process that began earlier. A common mistake is thinking pioneering is mainly about organising activities. The real questions are: who are we doing this for, with whom, and why?

I’ll show you a few pictures of methods used in the Netherlands in pioneering.

Pioneering journey
The pioneering journey is a schematic overview of the steps in this process. It helps you zoom out and ask what you are doing now and what the next step should be. It is a tool for understanding the process, not a blueprint, and the steps are not always linear. Sometimes you need to go back, slow down or listen again.

Listening and connecting
Essential to pioneering is listening and connecting. The Dutch pioneering network uses fourfold listening: listening to God through the Bible and prayer, to people in your area, to the wider church, and to each other as a team. At its core, you accept that you do not yet know what is needed, and you find out by listening. This is where surprising encounters happen and unexpected people join in.

Missionary community building
Listening and connecting eventually lead to activities, but the aim is to build a community that involves people. People need time and space to discover faith, and they need to see and taste it in others. Activities matter, but within a community. This applies to pioneering from existing churches too. Without community, it is hardly possible to build anything lasting.

Degrees of involvement
This model is a way to give a faith community a visual shape. The rings show the degree of involvement with the centre, which is not an activity or Sunday service but a focus on God. [My organisation describes this as ‘walking the path of Christ together’; others describe it in a way that suits their context.]
The purpose is to welcome people who feel little connection with the centre, usually through serving activities like a neighbourhood meal, a walking group, homework help or a cooking club. Existing churches can learn from this too, as they often find they have no activities where believers and non-believers meet. The model simply shows how your own community is built and which steps you could take.

> Two examples

Sebaldeburen
Sebaldeburen is a quiet village in Groningen. It has about 450 inhabitants. The village lies in an open, agricultural landscape with wide skies and little traffic. 

In 2018, Sebaldeburen's church was facing closure. The Reformed congregation had become small and elderly, with barely a handful of people attending on Sundays, and the church had drifted far from the village. The decision to close had in effect been made, but one elder could not sleep over it. The decision was reversed, and together with our mission organisation the congregation started something new. 

In September 2019, the pioneer place De Verbinding ("The Connection") was born, intended as a "forecourt" or in-between space linking church and village.

Minister Joost van den Berge began as pioneer (65% of a full-time position) alongside his work as pastor (0.35 FTE). At first he was almost alone, but a team of about ten to twelve people grew around him. Prayer and Bible study are at the heart of the work: first receive, then share. The team meets monthly and deliberately keeps business meetings separate from Bible study.

What happens
The work is low-threshold and service-oriented. Every Friday afternoon there is the Village Room, and on the first and third Thursday of each month a free meal. There is also a children's Bible club (De Sleuteldragers, "The Key Bearers"), a neighbourhood vegetable garden, and the annual Holiday Bible Week, which drew around 65 children on a single morning in 2025. A joint Freedom Meal brought together about 80 villagers. Since 2022, there have been informal monthly Connection Services on Sunday afternoons. 

Fruits
· Image: the church, once seen as grasping and unhelpful, is regaining trust and appreciation.
· Involvement: around 40 people are strongly involved, 25 of whom were not previously churchgoers. There are also about 60 occasional contacts, besides the 120 people connected to Holiday Bible Week.
· Faith: this year someone joined the Reformed congregation, and her 11-year-old son was baptised.
· Growth: church services are attended by 40 to 50 people.

Lessons learned
Starting without a team and without local support was not ideal. Developments in a village also move more slowly than in a city. The team sees that the number of contacts is growing faster than their participation in organising activities.

What next?
Because of the national procedure, the pioneer place formally ends its pioneer status at the end of 2025. The team would have preferred to continue in the existing form, but chooses "Church together" (Samen kerk-zijn) as an ongoing community linked to the local Protestant congregation. The IZB will continue to support them, and in practice little changes. The 2024–2025 year closed with a surplus, and the team is raising funds together with the IZB to absorb the transition financially.

Lelystad: Zuiderlicht
Lelystad is the capital of the province of Flevoland, which was reclaimed from the water in 1957. With more than 85,000 inhabitants, it is a young, modern city with plenty of greenery and spacious neighbourhoods. Lelystad also has a regional airport and plays an important role as a junction between the busy west and the north of the Netherlands.

The Pioneering place Zuiderlicht "(Southern Light") works in the oldest district of Lelystad. About 6,000 people live there, many of them with a low level of education and little money to spend. The label "deprived neighbourhood" still applies, although much has improved. There is no church in the district. Christians, mostly of Surinamese or African background, attend churches elsewhere in the city.

How it began
It started more than twenty years ago with children's work, later followed by youth work run by five Lelystad churches. When that cooperation was dissolved in 2018, the Reformed Congregation of Lelystad took the lead in starting a pioneer place, with help from volunteers from other churches. The goal is an open, missional faith community in the district, where people can see the love of Christ in words and deeds. The team starts by listening and, without an "us and them" attitude, seeks together with residents to discover who God is.

What happens
· Children's Bible Club: every Saturday morning 15 to 25 children attend. The Christmas pancake party drew 35 children and the outdoor kick-off more than 60.
· Women's group: on Friday mornings 10 to 12 women meet. The bond is growing stronger, with for example brunches at Christmas and Easter.
· Drop-in: every Thursday morning there is coffee, a chat, games and sometimes a workshop, such as flower arranging or painting.
· Potato distribution: monthly, people queue for potatoes and onions. Residents increasingly help out, for example by baking cookies.
· Homework support 
· First service: at the end of June 2024 there was a first service on the parable of the lost sheep, at the request of people from the neighbourhood. The team holds now a service every month.

The network
In 2023 about 25 people were strongly involved (20 already churchgoers, 5 not) and there were about 130 occasional contacts, 110 of whom had no church background. Zuiderlicht thus mainly reaches residents without a church background, especially families and children. The second target group, the often lonely elderly, could receive more attention. The team of seven people from different churches met every two weeks and was commissioned by the Reformed Congregation of Lelystad in November 2022.

Challenges
· A place of their own: the team currently works from a community centre and is looking for its own place in the district.
· Exploring faith: first build relationships, then develop activities around faith. Some families express a desire for "something to do with faith".
· Social map: the team wants to map which organisations in the district it can work with.
· Finances: the work costs about €52,000 a year. This is covered by contributions from the local and national church and some charity endowment funds. 


Conclusion

Pioneering is not the answer to every question. But seeking ways to share the Gospel is still meaningful today and proves to be a blessed endeavour. It is important to share these stories with one another. Not to recount success stories or to drown out existing concerns, but to inspire, to encourage and to learn lessons. In this way, we seek together for ways to be the Church, in a society that has changed radically compared to the past.



Not everything works out, but there is now a network of young congregations in the Netherlands – what began as a pioneering community has now become a church congregation standing on its own two feet
