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The modern church:
does community have anything to offer?

F

rom a community point of view, one
of the interesting things about the
modern church scene in Britain is the
sheer variety of different expressions of
church that are beginning to emerge.
There are several reasons for this, but
fundamentally it is a response to the
threatened collapse in church membership, especially but not exclusively
amongst the young. Some sixty per cent
of the population is now unchurched in
the sense that they have never had any
contact with church, sometimes for
three or four generations. Many more
have had only marginal contact or have
given up on whatever contact they had.
As a consequence, it is felt imperative
to find new ways of establishing contact. Since existing church structures
generally reflect a culture that is alien
to the majority, the drive is to discover
new structures that will stand a chance
of success in planting ‘church’ in the
culture that people are familiar with.
A typical example of cultural practice
within Christianity that is alien to the
majority is the habit of going to church
on Sunday. It is not that people would
go to church if only it were a bit more
interesting. The complexity of modern
pressures means that many other things
have to take priority on that day. In
addition, the ‘glue’ that defines people’s
lives no longer consists of geographical
place, but consists in a multiplicity of
networks and interests in which they
find their friends.
Underlying this and many other sources
of alienation is the basic reality that today we are a consumer society. This is

inescapable. It is the culture in which
we all live, Christians and non-Christians
alike. And one of the basic values of
consumerism is choice.
We do not only experience the possibilities of choice when we visit the supermarket. We expect choice across a
whole range of goods and services, including leisure interests and, when it
comes to it, in church.
We are all familiar with the variety of
services and styles of worship on offer
today, from the eight o’clock ‘1662’ service to the youth band in the evening.
But that only reflects a much deeper
reality outside the church: that as a society we are profoundly fragmented today, and choice is one of the defining
characteristics of our culture.
Given this, the judgement of church
leadership has been, and is, that we
must adapt the church to the culture.
In other words, we must give people as
much choice as possible. However, the
more penetrating perceptions recognise
that it is not so much a matter of adapting the church as allowing ‘church’ to
grow and develop within each culture,
without imposing assumptions and expectations from without.
It is this recognition that has allowed
the variety of church expressions today
to emerge. Here, ‘culture’ is not something monolithic like ‘Britishness’, except
in the sense that Britishness is characterised by enormous diversity. Nothing can be taken for granted, whether
in terms of leadership, or the form of
services, or the place and manner of
meeting, or the language and media

that may be employed. It is not surprising that success has been mixed, or that
the institutional church has sometimes
found found it difficult to allow for innovation.
But what does community have to offer
into the situation? After all, community
is a very particular form of church, if
indeed it is church at all. Its culture certainly runs counter to the practice of
‘going to church’, but it hardly fits with
the secular culture either. No matter how
successful it may appear, in the form in
which we have lived it, it can never appeal to more than a small minority.
As we have often commented in these
pages, the significance of our community lies not so much in its structure as
in the principles which it espouses.
Structure is important - it focuses things
and allows a ‘sign’ of something to be
preserved. But what really affects
people’s lives is more elusive, without
which merely copying structure will
achieve little.
Community is about being church, and
the essential nature of ‘church’ should
be present wherever an authentic expression of it exists - whatever its structure.
Let us take for granted that a church is
trinitarian in its theology and that it has
a full sacramental life. We should be able
to take it for granted that, as the Nicene
Creed states, it is one, holy, catholic and
apostolic - i.e. it reflects the character
of the universal church of God. Each of
those categories could be a subject for
reflection in itself, particularly as the
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Explorations and networks

A

highlight for us this year was a visit to Aliquippa in which
we took part in a ‘renewal of vows’ service, led by the
Community’s new Visitor, Bishop Chris Epting. This was a
significant occasion which we hope to repeat next year.
Meanwhile, in the UK, we have been exploring some of the
experimental ways of being church - everything from
‘emerging churches’ to ‘new monasticism’. In July, a group of
us attended one of the CMS sponsored ‘Blah’ learning days,
an ongoing series discussing newer forms of worship and
church in today’s culture, following this up with a visit to St
Matthew’s Westminster, home of the ‘moot’ initiative (see
www.moot.uk.net). Networking also continued with a visit to
the Jesus Army (featured opposite). Arranged by JA leader
Paul Parsons, who visited Aliquippa this summer, this took us
back to our roots, for the lifestyle was not unlike our own at
Yeldall Manor years ago, and indeed was originally inspired
by the renewal at the Church of the Redeemer in the 60s and
the Community of Celebration that followed.

After a couple of false starts, the cafe on
Aliquippa’s main street is up and running with
the name ‘Uncommon Grounds’. It provides
good value food and a much needed place
for people to meet, sit and chat. It is also a
centre for worship.

We met David Pulkingham in June (above left)
when he performed at St. James’ Piccadilly.

Vowed members with Bishop Chris and Susanne Epting, after the renewal of vows service.

Relaxing with the Bishop in the chapel reception area.

Upper picture: playing Kubb, a Swedish game donated by
friends of the Community.
Lower picture: brainstorming ideas at a PCC ‘away day’ in
September.

In July Phil and Margaret attended a Children’s Society
conference in Guildford and later did the London Bridges walk
(upper picture), raising £400 for the Society. After receiving their
medals they posed for a picture with Scooby Doo.

Esther Prebble and Amanda Clark (centre) returned to New Zealand after two years in Britain. They
visited Rebecca Bradshaw (left) to say their farewells.

It was good to visit old friends at Elmore Abbey
in October. Here Bill chats with Dom Francis.

IMAGES FROM THE JESUS ARMY
The Jesus Fellowship Church (or Jesus Army) has around
2,500 members, of whom about 600 live in common purse,
residential community. They are dispersed in many towns
and cities but are centred in the Northampton area where
the movement began. They have a ministry especially to the
homeless, prisoners and those suffering from alcohol abuse.
In addition to residential properties and commercial
businesses, they operate ‘Jesus Centres’ in a number of cities
which are a primary point of contact with those in need. In
2005 they acquired the former convent of All Saints, Margaret
Street, near Oxford circus, to be the London Jesus Centre.

Our transport.

Buses used for campaigning.

Cornhill Manor - a main residential centre.

Community graves.

The Jesus Army is connected to a wider grouping known as
the Multiply network. It is Baptist, evangelical and charismatic.
It also has international links, especially in Africa.

Bugbrooke Chapel - where it all started.

New Creation Hall holds the library.

John the librarian was a mine of information.

The swap shop.

The food distribution centre supplies all houses.

New Creation Farm gives help to homeless men.

The Farm Shop.

James offered us some delicious apples.

The farm also has a craft centre.

The Northampton Jesus Centre holds over 1000.

Senior leader Ian explains a heating system.

Skaino (‘tent making’) is a successful business.

Goodness Foods is a commercial supplier.

Yet another business - building supplies.

Our guide Paul is currently church planting in
Leeds, and oversees the work in that region. He
has an architectural business. It was through his
visit to Aliquippa that we found ourselves reconnecting with significant aspects of our early history. Relationship is always important to Celebration, and we were glad to make new friends.

Coventry Jesus Centre is a converted garage in
the heart of the city.

Coventry JC has a large space for activities. Every
nook and cranny has been put to good use.

The Coventry Jesus Centre was officially opened
by a homeless man. For the window in its little
chapel the artist used as a model a drug addict
who died a week after the sitting. The cross in the
lower right corner is in his memory. The centre
has a drop in, cafe and internet PCs, and offers a
variety of courses and services.

local church all too often fails to live up
to such a calling. But here we are mainly
concerned to explore insights that throw
light on the nature of church from a
community perspective.
Clearly, one of those is that the church
is a living organism. It is not an institution, even though it can only exist within
some form of institutional packaging.
Its function is to give us our spiritual
identity. One should not imagine that
this applies only to committed believers. Everyone has a spiritual identity, and
it is only discovered in relationship.
When it is, it is experienced as good
news. The institution, on the other hand,
can only give value or worth to jobs,
roles, abilities or intellectual concepts.
Church as a living organism affirms the
unique value and giftedness of every individual, no matter what their condition
or belief. It tells them who they are. This
is the spiritual reality that should be at
the heart of every true expression of
church, whether it is an old established
parish church or a cafe meeting or a
network group in the city. It sounds
basic, but a good deal of drop out occurs because its truth is unintentionally
denied by the way structures operate.
A common metaphor for church is that
of salt or light in society. In the case of
our own community, we have used the
word ‘sign’ to suggest something of
what this means. A church which exists
only for itself or the special interests and
preferences of its members is not being
true to its calling.
In my experience, churches have often
interpreted ‘salt’ in completely opposite
ways. Some seem to think it means
being salt of the ultra-refined sort, to
be kept strictly in its own salt cellar. At
the other extreme, there are churches
which are so focused on being a religious symbol for secular society that it
is difficult to know what they stand for,
let alone discover one’s spiritual identity within them.
‘Salt’ means being a sign or a taste of
the kingdom of God. But it is not an
easy calling. To be salt requires a life

that is permeable to those who do not
share our values and assumptions. At
the same time, at the heart of Christian
life there is always a choice for or against
Jesus. Choice and commitment are central to church, and it is that, rather than
some watered down version of the gospel, which makes it possible for the
boundaries to be permeable.
In the past we have often drawn attention to the way in which community
undermines the concept of one person
ministry. This is an extremely difficult
thing to overcome, because in institutional terms it is like a load bearing
girder. But in the final analysis this is a
spiritual issue, not an organisational
one. When it comes to it, there are very
few things that can only be done by a
professional priest or minister, and one
of the functions of church is to enable
all those who will to develop their gift
potential, and so contribute to the ministry of the body as a whole.
When we compare the Christian church
to other religions, it is not surprising that
outsiders sometimes fail to see much
difference. Religious life looks pretty
similar, no matter what its clothing. But
the real genius of church, which we discovered in community life, is to live the
sacred and the secular as one life. So
often we keep the two in separate compartments, and when we do, both are
diminished.
Most people probably do not consciously
separate the sacred from the secular.
But wherever church is a matter of ‘going to church’, that is likely to be the
effect. A church may be bursting at the
seams with religious activity, and yet it
will be seen by everyone, believers and
unbelievers alike, as exactly that - religious activity. Its connection to real life
is obscured, because people do not live
their lives in church. Church is a spare
time activity and a place to go when
they are not living ‘normal’ secular life.
Jesus used various pictures to illustrate
the kingdom of God, which we can apply to the church in its role as a sign.
One favourite of mine is the idea of a
seed that grows into a tree in which the
birds come and nest. The birds are not

part of the tree or its source of life, but
they find it congenial. So it is with
church. The real church is attractive to
most ordinary people, because Jesus is
attractive. Jesus is only rejected by those
who are threatened by his freedom of
spirit, or who imagine that he judges
them. What Jesus offers is what all human beings are instinctively looking for,
not just religious people.
We could explore a variety of other pictures of the kingdom that Jesus gave,
each of which in their own way point to
a profound truth about the corporate
life that we call church. In community
history, the sayings of Jesus were a primary source of inspiration.
It is often said that church is prophetic,
though I often feel the image of an Old
Testament prophet plays into our love
of condemning everything and everyone we see as belonging to ‘the world’.
But there is no doubt that church in its
true sense does confront the assumptions of secular culture. It does this at
many different levels: the privatisation
of life, consumerism, economics, issues
of status, inclusion and family life. Many
of these issues have to do with relationships and resources and how we use
them. But this is about being creative,
not about self denial. It is not about
doing our duty; it is about a spiritual
freedom and resistance to the powers
that govern all of our lives.
Community living led us into the
realisation that all of these things and
many more are part of what ‘church’ is.
Criticisms of the institutional church
usually have to do with their absence,
in one way or another, which means
there is more to the current church crisis than cultural irrelevance, important
though that is.
Commentators on the church scene say
we need to die to existing preferences
and prejudices in order to see the church
reborn in alien cultures. That is true,
but the question is, who is the ‘we’? In
the end all forms of church, like community, take lives.
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