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I’d like to tell you about my study which aim is to look at community in the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland. In this presentation I’ll investigate development of community-based work in parishes. I have divided my talk into four parts. First I‘ll say something about situation of community in the Church. Then I’ll tell you about the project where we try to develop community-based activities in parishes. After that I’ll describe the results of my analysis which are about how the actors of the project tell about development. Finally, I’ll consider the conclusions of my study.
Let’s begin with a few words about community in the Church. The general changes of community can also be seen in the Church. The commitment to the Church and to traditional community-based activities has been weakened. In the early 2000s about 85 per cent of Finns were members of the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Finland, but after that it has decreased quite fast. Today it is about 80 per cent. 
The belonging to the Church isn’t stating obvious, members of church have not so strong sense of community as earlier and the traditional ways of action where the parishioner is the object of activity doesn’t work any more. Traditional ways of action are, for example, activities where parishioners come, sit and listen to parish employee speaking, and employee directs the whole situation. There has also been quite a lot voluntary work in Finnish parishes, especially in diaconal work, but it has been developed from employee’s point of view. Somebody has said that the role of parishioners has been like he or she is only a little helper of employee, so that they have not the real actor’s role. 
There has been from the 1990’s attempts to develop more open and communal church which is listening parishioners’ needs, but there is still much to do. That’s why the last Strategy of the Church, named Our Church - a participatory community, emphasizes the development of parishioners’ participation and sense of belonging. 
The aim of the development project Koinonia was to develop the models of action that could strengthen sense of community and participation of parishioners. We tried to find ways to put the Strategy of the Church into practise. The project was done by Diaconia University of Applied Sciences, Diak East Unit, with seven rural parishes in Eastern Finland. The key actors of the project were a vicar, a church social worker and a parishioner of each parish. The parishioners who were involved in this project were laypersons or council persons of these parishes. The church social worker and the parishioner worked together, they went to the development groups, planned activities and made them real in their own parish. The vicars took part in the guidance group of project. The task of these actors was to find new ways for community development in their own parishes. 
In this study, I want to explain, how community development of rural parishes is manifested in this project. Theoretical background is the Socio-cultural animation theory which emphasizes grass-root level community development and empowering people as active actors in their own communities. The material I used is the evaluation discussions of the project by the key actors. My aim is to show what the key actors of the project talked about development. My method of analysis is the content analysis. Through this analysis I have found five essential themes from the discussions. 
1. Firstly, they talked about changes of operational environment. They saw that development is inevitable because the changes of community are true also in the Church. For example traditional ways of voluntary work, where the employee give some certain duty to the parishioner, doesn’t work any more. They told also that resources of employees were decreasing because of the falling tax revenue. These changes forced them to develop new models of volunteer work and to see the role of parishioners in a new way. Although most of them argued that changes are necessary, there was one actor who didn’t argue it. He said that development can not really give anything new, anything which they haven’t done before. And he thought that there were enough possibilities for participation and sense of community in parishes. 

2. The second theme was a common discussion about community. They talked that they have to understand together the meaning of community in parish. They discussed that: What does community really mean and how is it seen in their parish and what has to be done so that it could be developed. These discussions were very important to motivate and commit parish employees and parishioners to community-based activities. The actors had experiences that if some parish employees didn’t participate in these discussions, they didn’t commit to the project. 
3. Thirdly, they told, especially employees, that the participation in this project has led them to think over their work vision. The project has given them new ideas from the project partners, but also has led them to see their work from the view point of community. Most of them told that their work vision changed from employee-centred to more parishioner-centred during the project. We could say that one important transformation happened in employees’ thinking.  The discussions and the meetings of development groups, where they familiarized to the socio-cultural animation theory and community-based thinking, gave them new viewpoints. Also the experiences of cooperation with fellow employees, parishioners or other partners were essential points in renewing their work vision. 
4. The fourth theme was expanding action possibilities of parishioners. The orientation of development is to transform activities more community-based and strengthen the participation of parishioners. This development process happened by two ways: by the regenerating traditional activities or by creating and testing new ideas. 
One example of regenerating activities was the cooperation where the groups that have traditionally operated separately found new ways to be or to act together. For example, in one parish they regenerated traditional mother’s day celebration in a village by strengthening the role of some groups which acted in a village, so that a school class, the hunt group, the family club and the village committee worked together for this celebration. They constructed the celebration together.
There were also examples where the parishioners who had earlier been the object of activities found their places as actors. A good example of this was when handicapped people or alcoholics or people who have mental problems came into voluntary work. Earlier they have taken part in some groups, but now they found new possibilities to be active actors of community.
The actors also told that encouragement and empowering support by the employees had important sense for the success of parishioners’ action. Parishioners need the space to make their ideas real, but they also need possibilities and support. Often they found support also from fellow parishioners, for example, they worked together as volunteers, not alone.
5. The last theme of these discussions was development of new partnership. They told that new activities demand new kinds of interaction in parishes. New interaction demands interdependency that is based on partnership between employees and parishioners. But they said that the requirements of this kind of interdependency are mutual trust and openness, which are developing by the cooperation.  
There were also challenges in the interaction. The employees asked how they could better welcome parishioners in this partnership, what kind of tasks could they offer for voluntary work or how they could pay attention to the parishioners’ talents. The parishioners were quite careful to give their own opinions on action and they asked that how could they volunteer their services in parish, how could they give their gifts for the community. These questions could be solved only by open discussion and by creating encouraging atmosphere.  
I have told you about the main points that can be found in evaluation discussions about community development.  In conclusion, it can be said that community development can’t be brought to parish from outside. The project can give some inspirations, but only the parish itself can find the best ways to develop it. 
Maybe the challenge of development is that community development is located between tradition and transformation. On the other hand the development is binding to the Church background and tradition. On the other hand the development is demanding extensive changes in the operational culture of parishes. The development is moving between these elements, tradition and transformation.
Finally, on the grounds of this analysis I suggest that the changes to more participatory parish are mostly connected with the openness of interaction and the partnership between employees and parishioners. I suppose that the partnership could give new possibilities for strengthening sense of community and agency of parishioners.
