Faith to Faith
St Paul’s Crossover - a Christian presence in a multi faith area

The story of St Paul’s Crossover in Bordesley Green, Birmingham has emerged from the struggle of the local church to recognise what its role should be in the local community.  St Paul’s has never been a strong church numerically, it is situated in a community that has become a majority Muslim neighbourhood, yet for almost 30 years it has had a heart for those who are poorer in society.

Crisis as our starting point

Our struggle came to a head over fifteen years ago when the congregation was finding it hard to keep ‘difficult’ church building going and to maintain crumbling hall.  At this time we were also engaged in a lot of evangelistic outreach activity.  This used up a lot of our energy and, as time went on, did not seem to be touching the community as we had hoped.  In those days our thinking was quite straightforward – if we do a lot of evangelism the church will grow, if the church grows it will become sustainable.  As it turned out, the church did not grow.  This forced us to acknowledge that we were facing a bigger problem than we first thought.  Where was God leading us then?

Words from God

At the same time as we were working on our evangelistic ‘push’ we were also seeing if could make our relatively young [1968], but unusable church a better venue to use for church activities and community groups.  With the help of an architect we dreamt up different schemes which looked grand on paper, but we had no idea how we would ever fund them.

It was around this time that two people challenged us, and we felt that both had brought a word of God to us.  The first was the Ven John Cooper, who was then our Archdeacon.  In a fairly blunt and straightforward manner he said, “Don’t ignore the big option.”  He challenged us not to be small-minded about what could be done in Bordesley Green.  He urged us to consider a bigger vision.  The second word came from Mr Peter White, an urban regeneration consultant and project manager, who we engaged on a professional basis.  He brought a business and commercial perspective to our deliberations.  Peter said that we were falling into the same error that a lot of churches had fallen into.  We were attempting to embark on a building programme without finding out from the community what they thought the local needs were.  He challenged us to: 

· properly research the needs of our local community with its various ethnic and religious traditions,

· decide what we should do about any of these needs, and

· design any building projects around responding to them.  

In 1991 we carried out a community audit, prayed and argued about what we should do.  From all of this we decided that we would purchase a local shop and use our parish buildings to establish:

1. a community café

2. an employment advice and resource centre

3. a professional day nursery

4. projects that respond to the needs of children and young people

5. communities facilities and a conference centre.

We believed that God had led us to this point through the struggles we had grappled with and the people we had encountered.  The first of these activities, the café, opened in 1993 and the others followed over a seven-year period.

Local engagement

One thousand people now pass though our buildings each week.  They are people from each sector of the local community.  Some have come here looking for a job through our advice centre, some come for food and friendship at the café, others bring their children to our nursery or the mums and tots group.  St Paul’s Crossover is now a place where people from different backgrounds and faiths meet.  Conversations happen between folk who may not have otherwise met.  Up to forty people are employed directly by our organisation, most of these are local people and half are Muslim.  All this has completely changed how the church is regarded in the neighbourhood.  No longer it is seen as irrelevant, but engaged in the life of local people no matter what their religious allegiance may be.  No longer is it seen as being in opposition to the local communities, but seen as wanting to build bridges with them.

Christian presence

Over the years of running St Paul’s Crossover we have constantly struggled with the question of what it means to be a Christian presence in a largely Muslim context.  Over recent years we have emphasised within our worshipping congregation the need for our faith to be clearly seen by what we do.  If there is not integrity about all that we do, then it will soon be seen as hollow and hypocritical.  Our actions need to convey the hope and the love that we find in Jesus Christ, not as some academic interest, but in a way that gives generous life to our neighbourhood.  It is from this engagement that true friendships and honest conversations develop.

We firmly believe that we are not a compromising the faith that we have.  Through making the boundaries of the church more permeable and its people more accessible, interchange and dialogue has happened that would probably not otherwise have taken place.  Fascinating discussions have been held among staff and clients.  Experiences, especially at difficult times such as 9/11 and family bereavements, have been shared.  It has been possible to say and hear many things because of the trust that has built up over many years. 

The next steps . . . 

Just over a month ago we heard that funding for the Employment Advice & Resource Centre would not be continued beyond the end of March this year.  This was a terrible blow and meant that after twelve years we would be closing the doors of this service that we have offered to so many local people.  Sadly, we have also had to make some staff redundant.

But St Paul’s is still looking ahead knowing that as God led us in the past, so he will still be there for the future.  It is now even more important that what emerges to take the place of the advice centre must take account of what it means for the church to be a Christian presence in a majority Muslim community.  This, we hope, will be to build a richer community and increase trust between all people. 
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