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Ten years ago St Paul’s Church, Bordesley Green, Birmingham, was a small, vulnerable congregation with two buildings that were a drain on resources. Fast-forward to now. It is still a small, vulnerable congregation. But today it employs thirty-five people and operates three community buildings year-round. Graham Turner, vicar since 1986, takes up the story.

St Paul’s is home to a number of community projects: they help local people into employment, provide childcare support, deal with young people’s issues and offer a range of other services through a number of community businesses. They create a focus for the community. They are an outworking of the church’s vision to meet people at their point of need, whether this be in body, mind or in spirit. 

Why has the church done this? On what basis can this be regarded as authentic Christian mission?

Disappointment and frustration

The vision and thinking of St Paul’s Projects has grown out of our struggle to make sense of what it means to be the church in our urban, multicultural context. For years we strived to ‘jump through the hoops’ that the wider church put before us. These promised us larger congregations, effective mission and more mature Christians. Our experience was that the evangelism seemed to compound peoples’ sense of guilt and that the models of church we tried to put into practice were unworkable. 

Overwhelming task

It was clear to us that the church had to engage with the pain and chaos of the local community, which is made up of three main groups: the white working class, the Muslim community from Pakistan and a smaller number of people of Afro-Caribbean origin. Social commentator Walter Wink describes such groups as oppressed by the ‘domination system’. These people have fewer ‘life options’ than those in more affluent areas – they are trapped and unable to change their lives for the better if they remain isolated and unequipped.

God’s voice in the struggle

Our struggle with an unusable 1970s church building and a dangerously rundown Victorian hall eventually led us to face some direct questions. If we were to refurbish these premises we had to ask ourselves first what we believed God wanted us to do to serve our community. Only then could we determine how to solve the building problem. But this led us to the more fundamental question, ‘What is the church?’ 

Through a process of research and prayer we answered the first question over a period of nine months. Over the years we have continued to grapple with the question of the nature and purpose of the church. Certainly, the experience of attempting to ‘be’ church has been a major factor in determining what we believe about the church. (We found echoes of this approach in the ‘Base Communities’ of Latin America.) 

The kingdom of God

The first reason for the existence of St Paul’s Projects is that it is the church’s task to proclaim the kingdom of God, which is not an easy idea to understand. When trying to explain it, we have to introduce other difficult concepts such as the ‘rule’ or ‘realm’ of God. We now prefer to use author Keith White’s description of the kingdom as ‘God’s way of doing things’ – it’s not perfect theologically, but we find that it gives a valuable way of understanding Jesus’ teaching.

The spirit in which this kingdom is proclaimed has to be one of unconditional love – love of one’s enemy as well as love of one’s neighbour. It has to be love without an expectation of outcomes that will benefit our church. Sometimes we are asked how many people have joined the church through our various projects. This is not a valid question for us, as it would imply that we have a hidden agenda and that our love is conditional.

Preferential option for the poor

We believe that the Christian gospel takes the side of society’s disadvantaged people. This leaves us with no option than to attempt to serve those who are poorer than ourselves.

Bordesley Green is an area with many serious problems. It has one of the highest crime rates in the country, unemployment is between three and five times the national average and attainment in secondary schools is woefully low. These issues, together with a poor housing stock, also result in a range of psychiatric and physical illnesses.

We believe we are called to work specifically to create a sense of community, to tackle unemployment and to develop some areas of youth and children’s work.

Church’s public face

We place a high value on the church being seen to be active in the locality.  Our café started trading in 1993.  Local people commented: ‘It’s about time the church did something.’  There is a serious ‘credibility problem’ for the church, especially in urban areas, where poor people have not usually seen it as being ‘on their side’.

No matter how good our worship and nurture programmes may be, there can be no substitute for the local congregation being active in its community. The projects we run have enhanced the church’s reputation beyond our expectations.

Non-verbal communication of the gospel

St Francis said, ‘Preach the gospel and, if you have to, use words.’ Eliza Dolittle in My Fair Lady protested ‘Don’t talk of love… Show me!’ We believe that even today many people have heard some words of the gospel, but they do not understand them because they have not seen them in action. We are trying to put into action God’s way of doing things.

The Engle scale

Familiar to many from the church growth movement, this scale charts a progression from complete ignorance of the gospel (-10) to conversion (the transition from -1 to + 1) and on through a series of + points to Christian maturity.

Most evangelistic effort goes in to helping people make the ‘conversion transition’. But someone who passes on the scale from -9 to -7 (from believing that God is bad to believing that God is good) can also be making a major journey in their life. While useful, the scale can only be somewhat two-dimensional as it can imply that all our efforts are for the sole purpose of leading each person up the scale to a point of conversion.  For us, the coming of God’s way of doing things is a much broader idea than this.

Transformation and liberation

We have come to understand that the kingdom perspective is more about transformation rather than a limited view of individualistic conversion.  We therefore aim to work for the transformation of each person in his or her context, and increasingly we are seeking to see what we can do to enable the transformation of the context itself.

Base communities use the language of liberation and see the link between the personal and the corporate.  As an Aboriginal woman said, ‘If you have come to help me you are wasting your time, but if you have come because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together.’  We too are people in need of liberation.

Living in a growing Muslim community

The conflict between Christianity and Islam goes back many centuries.  We do not believe that simply achieving a few isolated ‘conversions’ will help contribute to the growing respect between the two faiths or enable truly building the kingdom of heaven here on earth. The enmity built up over the centuries will not be overcome in a couple of decades of evangelistic effort.  We see ourselves as part of a long process of increasing understanding and respect between our faiths that will ultimately lead to truth being heard and understood on both sides of the divide. 

We try to follow an adaptation of the four rules set by St Francis.

1. Approach Muslims in a spirit of humility and service.

2. Do not insult the Qur’an, Mohammed or Islam.

3. Live lives of such quality that they prompt questions.

4. Answer questions with gentle words that provoke respect, and invite further questions and understanding.

Our projects help us build many relationships with local Muslim people. A fifth of our workforce is Muslim. We have a growing relationship with the local Mosque and we are attempting to understand the teachings of Islam.

Church and project link

Our publicity states, ‘The desire to meet people at their point of need, whether in body, mind or spirit, comes from the heart of the Christian message.’  Because of this, it has been extremely important to us that our projects continue to be guided by the passion that comes from our faith in Jesus Christ. Some predicted that there would be a separation between ‘church’ and ‘project.’ If this had happened, we would have failed. 

What is the church?

We are still attempting to answer this question, but we can say the following:

· We do not go to church, we are church

· The church is not defined by the ‘Sunday morning slot’, or by size on the congregation, but by the honesty of our worship and prayer and the quality of our relationships with local people

· St Paul’s is not a building, but a community of people

· Our aim is not to be successful and grow, but to show unconditional love and live the truth as we know it

· The church is to be inclusive not exclusive, all our activities are ‘church’

· We can never sum up what church is. It is always something we are moving towards. It is dynamic, not static.
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