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‘Unexpected... but very much what we hoped for

Strategic Preparedness and Evangelism in Cork, Ireland (2021-2023)

Pioneering in Ireland Case Study 3: Cork Centre of Mission
(Church Army's Research Unit, 2024)
by Dan Ortiz

This article is part of a series written for the Church Army’s Training Team for Pioneer Training in
Ireland. The purpose of these articles is to have an accessible tool for the training of pioneer
evangelists in contemporary Ireland, especially addressing the secularisation of Irish communities.

In this article we reflect on the work of Cork Centre of Mission and how the Centre uses strategic
thinking and management concepts to facilitate their organisational work, namely, the use of
strategic preparedness, and how that affects their evangelism. We also explore how the work of
Cork Centre of Mission can be understood with the theoretical framework of rational choice theory
of religion.
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Unexpected.. but very much what we hoped for

Context: City of Cork

Cork is the second largest city in the Republic of Ireland and the largest in the province of Munster.
Originally founded in the 6th century as a monastic settlement, it is known for a vibrant culture,
stunning architecture, and a strong sense of local identity. Cork is a charming city that blends the
historical with the modern, and the urban with the rural. In the 2011 census, of those usually
residing in Cork, 86% were Irish citizens, 9% were EU citizens and 5.5% were citizens of other
countries or did not have state citizenship.

With regards to religious belief, in the 2016 census 76% of the population were Catholic, 8% stated
other religion, 13% stated having no religion, and 3% were unknown. In the 2016 census, no religion
increased to 15%, which was a higher percentage than the national average (10%). By the 2022
census, Catholics represented 65% of the population, 9% were other religions and 26% either had
no religion or stated no religion, doubling the 2011 number in just over a decade.'

City of Sanctuary

A notable feature of Cork is that it is a City of Sanctuary, and a member of the Places of Sanctuary
Ireland, a network of towns, cities and local communities with the objective of promoting the
integration, inclusion and welfare of refugees, asylum seekers and vulnerable migrants in Ireland.
Places of Sanctuary Ireland is not affiliated to any political or religious organisation but is linked
to the wider City of Sanctuary movement which was established in the UK in 2005.% Since the
Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, almost 106,000 Ukrainian refugees arrived in Ireland,
with County Cork and the city of Cork being a significant destination for those fleeing the conflict
in Ukraine. A government report in May 2024 stated that:

The top three county areas where Ukrainian refugees are accommodated are Kerry (6,195),
Donegal (3,956) and Cork County (3,018), while the lowest are DUn Laoghaire-Rathdown
(284), Monaghan (313) and Longford (320).3

The report only considered those accommodated through government support and thus the
numbers could be higher than the ones provided:

There are no figures for the unhoused and homeless, or those involved in accommodation
gifted by individuals, nor those who may be renting or who are otherwise unseen by the
statistics.*

The responses to the Ukrainian crisis by local Cork communities, government agencies, churches
and various organisations have included: providing emergency and permanent accommodation,
language support, employment support, educational opportunities for school-aged children,
cultural activities for integration, and access to healthcare and welfare. This crisis has highlighted
the need for proactive, logistically literate, and decisive community leadership that is capable of
navigating crises and uncertainties. We believe Cork’s Centre of Mission has done exactly that, as
we shall see in the next section.

Cork Centre of Mission

Cork Centre of Mission was launched in late 2021 and is based in Ballincolig, Cork. This Centre of
Mission is a partnership between Church Army, the Diocese of Cork, Cloyne and Ross and The
Carraig Centre in Ballincollig. The Carrigrohane Union of Parishes appointed Church Army
Evangelist Matt Gould as the Lead Evangelist for the CoM and as the Community Leader at The
Carraig Centre in Ballincollig.

L https: //www.echolive.ie/corknews/arid-40184340.html

2 https://www.corkcity.ie/en/council-services/services/community/community-initiatives/ cork-city-of-sanctuary.html

3 https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/politics/county-by-county-breakdown-shows-where-most-refugees-and-asylum-seekers-
are-accommodated-across-ireland/a397547176.html

4 Ibid.
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Alongside Matt Gould, Sarah Louise Hockey was appointed as the Pioneer Evangelist in September
2022. Before her appointment, Sarah Louise had been working as a part-time youthworker, a role
she started during the pandemic and has continued since.

An integral part of the work the CoM conducts is The Carraig Centre which is a €4million facility
investment by the Carrigrohane Union of Parishes. It is intended to be a church, parish and
community centre. In its website it states it is: ‘a place of Christian worship and a venue for
appropriate community activities’ - this can mean up to 23 different activities per week.’

The work of the CoM is varied, but it is mostly about people using and coming to the centre; as
Matt explains: ‘My job is about people... on a given day | might spend 45 minutes just chatting to
the people who come through the building.” The following is a short list of the work the CoM is
directly involved in within The Carraig Centre:

¢ On Sundays, The Carraig Centre hosts a fresh expression of Church (fxC), which includes
an informal worship service, deliberately set up so that not-yet believers can feel
comfortable.

e It hosts 1 or 2 Alpha courses a year, depending on interest. Some people who complete it,
keep attending the fresh expression of Church once they’ve done Alpha.

e On Saturday mornings, they hold a toddler group, where they can minister to the parents.

e The Youth Space, which is an after-school drop-in centre for non-churched young people.
It runs once a week, with hopes to expand to 2-3 times a week.

e Once a year the CoM hosts Operation Christmas Child, where they prepare and deliver up
to 50 boxes of toiletries, treats and toys for local children.

e Growth Group, a midweek Bible study and discipleship group. Usually new participants end
up leading the next Alpha course.

These are just some examples of the work that the CoM is directly involved in. If we included the
work that is held within The Carraig Centre by other patrons - for example, Enable Ireland who
work with over-18s with disabilities, or the play area that is available to local parents for free,
Pilates classes, guitar lessons, etc - the list would be extensive. It is evident that The Carraig
Centre constitutes an invaluable facilitator for the ministry of the Centre of Mission

In addition, a notable endeavour the CoM has been involved in since 2022 has been its ministry to
Ukrainian refugees. Once Ireland, and specially Cork, started receiving the first Ukrainian
refugees, Matt began a process for the CoM to address this crisis; in his words, ‘It’s our way of
saying “we want to support this community” as a church.’ Although doing war refugee community
liaison ‘was on no one’s job description’ as Matt would say, he resourced a grant that enabled the
CoM to employ a part-time worker as a Ukrainian network liaison and facilitator within The Carraig
Centre. With the new appointed Ukrainian worker, the CoM was able to:

e Host seven Ukrainian refugees, women and children, having repurposed the old parish
centre for accommodation.

e Raise clothes, food, toiletries, and toys with donation drives in the community.

e Run three summer camps with 30-40 Ukrainian children and their parents where they could
join in, doing ‘silly stuff like zip-line, crazy golf and inflatables’.

e Host a Ukrainian ladies’ choir, called The Kalyna Choir, and hold a Christmas concert where
the choir performed.®

None of the work mentioned above would have been possible without The Carraig Centre; it is no
surprise then that the centre is the culmination of a vision for the community held by many
members of the Carrigrohane Union of Parishes dating back several years. The Carraig Centre was

5 https://carraigcentre.ie/aboutus/
® https://www.irishexaminer.com/news/munster/arid-41024759.html
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built with the hope of reaching ‘people of all ages, different faiths and none, providing diverse
opportunities to experience belonging and hope in Ballincollig’,” and that vision has been

achieved.

This vision for the community and the proactive work the CoM has engaged in with the Ukrainian
refugee crisis shows the logistically literate, and decisive leadership capable of navigating crises
and uncertainties discussed above. In the rest of this article, we reflect on this further with
reference to a management concept known as strategic preparedness.®

Key Insight: Strategic Preparedness Facilitating Evangelism

Strategic Preparedness, also known as Crisis Management, Disaster Preparedness, or Emergency
Preparedness, is a management concept used in various fields, including business, government,
healthcare, security, and crisis management. Its general goal is to ensure that individuals and
organisations are not just reactive in crises but prepared in advance to handle both predictable
and unpredictable events. Although most of the literature surrounding preparedness is limited to
the management of natural and man-made disasters, strategic preparedness does not limit itself
to just those, but can be defined as an approach towards future scenarios by any organisation or
individual fostering resilience and adaptability. Probably the most notable work dealing directly
with strategic preparedness is Everyday Strategic Preparedness (2007) by Matt Statler and Johan
Roos.’ In it, Statler and Roos describe six key principles of strategic preparedness, which we will
mention below, as well as how Cork CoM is using them within the community.

1. Strategic Foresight in the Everyday. Strategic preparedness encourages individuals and
organisations to cultivate a culture of ongoing strategic thinking and not just use it as a last resort.
It is evident that the Cork Centre of Mission practices this. For example, a needs analysis was
conducted by Matt at the design stage of The Carraig Centre which identified gaps in provision for
community space and community youthwork. Both observations were included in the design for
The Carraig Centre, clearly showing that as part of his work for the Centre of Mission, Matt uses
strategic foresight extremely well.

2. Micro-Level Strategy. Strategic preparedness promotes moving away from a grand, long-term
strategies mindset to a smaller, day-to-day strategic mindset that cumulatively shapes larger
outcomes. This is achieved by making strategic micro-choices that are interconnected with the
long-term and wider perspective. An interesting example of Cork Centre of Mission using micro-
level strategic thinking is found in how they navigated a dilemma they faced at the beginning of
their detached youthwork.

The dilemma involved issues of parental consent, since signed parental consent is needed for any
interaction Matt and Sarah Louise have with any young person, even conversing in the streets.
Finding a practical and timely solution for this obstacle to their detached work was imperative. It
was Pioneer Evangelist Sarah-Louise who had the brilliant idea of putting an electronic QR code
on flyers distributed in the youth drop-in with links to a consent form, so young people could get
parental consent in real time. This ingenious solution is a clear example of micro-level strategic
thinking that solved a serious obstacle to their youthwork.

3. Balancing Action and Reflection. Strategic preparedness emphasises the importance of
reflecting on past actions to inform future decisions, incorporating routine reviews of previous
work done to foster a relevant and agile mindset in changing environments. A noteworthy example
of this would be how the Centre of Mission addressed the Ukrainian refugee crisis.

7 https://www.churchnewsireland.org/news/irish-uk-news/bishops-site-visit-to-new-carraig-centre-ballincollig/

8 Strategic Preparedness is the term used to describe what the CoM is doing from an organisational perspective. This does not mean
the CoM is consciously aware of Strategic Preparedness and are knowingly following it. It simply functions as an optic to understand
the work the CoM is doing, and how they are doing it.

9 Statler, M. and Roos, J. (2007). Everyday Strategic Preparedness : the role of practical wisdom in organisations. Basingstoke
[England]: Palgrave Macmillan.
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Once the Ukrainian refugees started arriving in Cork, Matt did some work over 2022 to get a grant
which enabled them to employ a part-time worker as a Ukrainian network liaison and facilitator.
However, in a recent interview, Matt noted that they are currently finishing up the funding
allocation for the Ukrainian support worker, and that has prompted Matt to review the previous
grant award and apply for further funding to extend the liaison’s role. This is one more example
of how reflection on past actions is used in Cork Centre of Mission.

4. Embedding Preparedness in Organisational Culture. Strategic preparedness encourages
organisations and employees to create organisational systems and practices that allow for quick,
innovative and flexible decision-making when faced with new challenges and opportunities.
Although we have not conducted a detailed review of the Centre of Mission’s operational
handbook, a brief review of The Carraig Centre website suggests that these systems are in place.

For example, since The Carraig Centre is attracting more and more patrons, the number of
available and usable spaces has become an issue, especially when there is an overflow of noise
being created in the larger hall. The Centre’s news page reported in May 2024 that The Carraig
Centre was successful in attracting an ‘Enhancement Grant’ from Cork City Council worth €30,000
to cover most of the cost of installing movable soundproof partitions, that allow for several
patrons to use the main hall simultaneously without being hindered by the noise being created.™
This effective solution to an unexpected problem indicates that there is a culture of flexible and
innovative decision-making in the CoM that turned a problem into an opportunity.

5. Scenario Planning for Everyday Preparedness. Strategic preparedness uses scenario planning,
storytelling, and simulations to prepare for potential disruptions. This promotes organisational
adaptability over rigid adherence to predetermined plans. This principle was the only one that
was not explicitly mentioned in the various documents we consulted in preparing this article, but
this does not mean it is not being practiced. This represents an interesting follow-up question for
further discussion, something that we will revisit below.

6. Resilience through Collaboration. Strategic preparedness recognises the role of teamwork and
shared perspectives in building organisational resilience. By fostering openness and equality of
diverse contributions, problem-solving capabilities are strengthened collectively and as
individuals. There is no doubt that the CoM promotes a collaborative approach to problem-solving
within the Centre, but there is good evidence that the CoM practices this with other organisations
outside the Centre also. For example:

¢ The CoM works alongside YMCA in the Youth Space drop-in centre focusing on children that
struggle to stay in school.

e The CoM partnered with St Vincent DePaul, a charity who work with people in poverty, to
run a local equivalent of Operation Christmas Child. They delivered over 50 parcels last
Christmas.

e Matt, as part of his role as a Lead Evangelist, is working with the Child Family Support
Network, the Family Resource Centre and the Red Cross to respond to acute local needs in
the town.

These are just some of the examples where the Centre of Mission practices a collaborative
approach to problem solving, internally and externally. It is also fascinating to note the outcomes
that occur from the CoM practicing strategic preparedness as an organisation and how this
facilitates evangelism.

10 https://carraigcentre.ie/sample-news-item/
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Outcomes of Using Strategic Preparedness to Facilitate Evangelism in Cork CoM. The following are
examples of outcomes from the use of strategic preparedness by the Centre of Mission. These
extracts are taken from recent Church Army internal reports on the Centre of Mission.

‘Through The Carraig Centre, we are beginning to broaden the socio-economic demographic
that the [Carrigrohane Union of Parishes] has historically engaged with, as well as serving the
growing eastern European population.’

‘It has been great to see the Sunday morning service bed-in to our everyday community. A
lady came for an exercise class (Pilates) that s run by a member of the congregation, and now
she s started coming along on a Sunday morning.’

‘Our Ukrainian community liaison worker came on the Alpha Course with her friend, and her
friend has come to faith! She s from a nominal Orthodox background, but in her own words
“it was never real for her”. ... It has also been lovely to see 6/7 Ukrainian refugees coming
along to our Sunday morning service off the back of our relationships with them. Faith is
coming alive for them and moving from a simple cultural inheritance to something more
vibrant.’

‘In this last year [at The Carraig Centre] we’ve had three baptisms and two people being
confirmed - wonderful celebrations with those.’

‘We’ve had young people come to our Friday night drop-in, the Youth Space, for a gospel
presentation, and some of those young people wanted to carry on the conversation with the
leaders.’

‘A couple of people made faith commitments at the summer youth camp, and there was an
important re-commitment alongside that.’

‘[In The Carraig Centre] there s also really vibrant children's work and quite a nice kind of
faith community buzz - there s about 60/70 people and that has a sort of energy about it.’

‘In the Youth Space, we had about 6 people playing board games and eating scones - none of
them with any previous connection to the church. |’'m deliberately targeting local teens who
hang out in our car park.’

‘In February [in the outdoor play area that was made free] we had a couple parties where the
parents said they would not have been able to afford a birthday party for their children if
not for that provision.’

The Alpha Course run by the CoM attracts a high proportion of Roman Catholics, so much so
that the Roman Catholic Bishop Fintan Gavin attended a recent course along with a few of his
priests. They were very taken with it and are now running Alpha in their own churches and
schools.

These are some examples of how the strategic preparedness principles used by the Centre of
Mission have facilitated the community around The Carraig Centre to engage with the CoM and
with the gospel. It is evident that the use of The Carraig Centre serves as an important part of the
work the Centre of Mission does and fulfils the vision the Carrigrohane Union of Parishes had for
it. When asked about the outcomes of The Carraig Centre, Matt Gould said the following: ‘It’s
sort of unexpected, but it’s also very much what we hoped for.’

Theoretical Implications: Rational Choice Theory

The example of Cork CoM has provided a valuable insight in how the logistical work of the
evangelist can have a wider effect over the people in the community and their engagement with
the gospel. As we reflect further below, the work that the Centre of Mission has done is
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reminiscent of what is called the Rational Choice Theory of Religion.

Rational Choice Theory of Religion is an economic theory that is applied to the study of religion,
and it assumes that individuals make religious decisions based on rational, cost-benefit analysis,
similar to how they make choices in their everyday life. The Rational Choice analysis of religion
was first proposed by Rodney Stark and William Sim Bainbridge, ' using it to understand why people
choose to remain religious, convert, or adhere to new religious movements. The Rational Choice
Theory became a prominent approach in secularisation studies because it argues that religious
decline is neither inevitable nor universal. Instead, it proposes that the vitality of religious
belonging depends largely on the fitness of the religious organisations (supply-side) in a religious
marketplace (pluralism), and that the demand for religious belonging is consistent and not waning.
This challenge to the secularisation thesis has itself been challenged by other scholars,' mostly
because it fails to consider how Lived Religion™ cannot be reduced to a simple cost-benefits
analysis." However, even with some limitations, Rational Choice Theory of Religion persists as
one of the best critiques of the secularisation thesis to date.

There are many parallels that we can see between the work of Cork Centre of Mission and the
observations made by Rational Choice theorists on religious belonging; we will present them and
provide evidence how the Centre of Mission fulfils them.

1. Religion is a Persistent Demand. Rational Choice Theory argues that the ‘demand’ for religion
is stable because it addresses fundamental human needs. This constant demand for religious
belonging is found within Irish culture as, even though there is a growing secularity as seen in the
beginning of this article, the language of non-churched or non-religious people does not apply in
Ireland. Instead, there is a challenging mix of open and closed de-churched individuals with a
Catholic upbringing and those who are younger and open to every kind of spirituality. This creates
a persistent demand for what can be deemed to be religious.

2. Religious Organisations as Suppliers. In a supply-side model, which Rational Choice Theory is,
religious organisations are seen as the suppliers of religious experiences, goods and services. These
goods can include actual services, community, belonging, sacred experiences, etc. It is evident
that the Cork Centre of Mission, through their work at The Carraig Centre, are acting as providers
of goods and services that facilitate the stakeholders to encounter the work of the Centre of
Mission, and through this the gospel.

3. Religious Pluralism Drives Participation. Instead of hindering participation, Rational Choice
Theory posits that religious pluralism creates a competitive religious market, where religious
organisations innovate and adapt to maintain their appeal. As we have seen above, the Cork Centre
of Mission practices innovation and adaptation, a key feature in strategic preparedness, and
instead of competing against other religious organisations - for example, the Roman Catholic
Church - the Centre of Mission participates with other religious organisations, helping each other
to innovate and adapt as per the example of the Alpha Course and the Roman Catholic Bishop.

4. Decline is Linked to Monopolies, Not Modernity. Rational Choice Theory proposes that
religious decline is not due to modernisation, as the secularisation thesis proposes, but instead is
due to religious monopolies (e.g. state-sponsored religions) that fail to innovate. Where pluralism
exists, religious belonging remains vibrant because religious organisations are forced to innovate.
In the case of Ireland in general, and Cork in particular, there is a younger generation that is open
to try every kind of spirituality. The Centre of Mission engages with these young people, with

' Stark, R. and Bainbridge, W. S. (1980) ‘Secularisation, Revival and Cult Formation’ in Annual Review of the Social Sciences of Religion,
4: 85-119.

2 Bruce, S. (1993) ‘Religion and Rational Choice: A Critique of Economic Explanations of Religious Behaviour’ in Sociology of Religion,
54. 193-205.

'3 For further treatment of Lived Religion and Rational Choice Theory see Graham-Hyde, E. (2024) Empowerment & Conversion: A
Contemporary Explanation for Why People Join Minority Religions. Thesis.

4 Ammerman, N. T. (2021). Studying Lived Religion : contexts and practices. New York: New York University Press.
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initiatives like Youth Space or the fxC on Sunday mornings, welcoming their questioning minds and
not burdening them with traditional (read monopolistic) practices for the sake of tradition.

5. Flexible Definitions of Religion. Rational Choice Theory proposes that instead of disappearing,
religious beliefs evolve into new forms of spiritualities, individualised beliefs, or non-institutional
religious groups. The Centre of Mission, with their work on Sunday Morning fxC, already addresses
these new approaches to religious belonging, and with it creates a space where the stakeholders
can encounter God as well as belong to a community.

There are other observations that could be included, but these are enough to show that Rational
Choice Theory may provide a reflective framework for understanding why Cork Centre of Mission
has been successful in their context. In addition, there is a lot to be said in favour of religious
organisations as suppliers of religious experiences, goods and services that drive up religious
participation through innovation and adaptation. This works alongside strategic preparedness well
and provides a good foundation for our understanding of how logistics can facilitate the gospel
encountering people where they are.

Conclusion

In this article we have seen how Cork Centre of Mission has used strategic preparedness in their
work, starting with a strategic vision for The Carraig Centre that has materialised in practice. We
have also seen how the crisis of Ukrainian war refugees was addressed by the Centre of Mission
using the same principles of strategic preparedness.

Although a management theory, strategic preparedness can be used to facilitate the work of
evangelism in the community, by creating a positive logistical framework where the relationships
between evangelists and stakeholders can begin and flourish.

We have also seen how the work of the Centre of Mission can serve as a real-life example of the
Rational Choice Theory of Religion, and it can strengthen the challenge to the notion that
secularisation in Ireland is a one-way trajectory.

To finish, we can suggest that strategic preparedness is a valuable tool for the everyday mission
of evangelism, by facilitating a positive logistical framework, but also by removing barriers to
evangelism rather than setting goals for evangelism. We can also suggest that an understanding of
evangelism as not just proclamation in words, but proclamation in actions, is evident within Cork
Centre of Mission where those actions include the strategic and logistical work that they have
conducted so very well in Ballincolig.

Questions for Further Reflection

In the case of Cork CoM, what do you think would happen if the CoM did not think strategically
about their community and ministry?

There has been a far-right response in Cork to the efforts of integrating Ukrainian refugees; what
do we do when there is not universal support in the community for the things we do as pioneers?

One principle of strategic preparedness that was not so clearly evident in the Centre of Mission
was Scenario Planning. Can you think practically how scenario planning, storytelling, and
simulations can prepare your ministry for potential future crises?
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