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St Paul’s Crossover is the community organisation that has been established by our church over the past ten years.  Through it we are attempting, as a Christian community, to help get local people into jobs, create jobs and attempt to overcome other barriers that keep many from enjoying the benefits in life that others have.  Over the years we have set up a café as a focal point in the neighbourhood, an employment advice service, a nursery and holiday club and various youth projects. We have also completely refurbished our church building as a community meeting place, conference centre and a venue where we can have family support activities.  To keep these different operations running we employ about 35 staff.

Each year we hold a staff day on a Saturday during the spring.  All of our staff are expected to attend this, and we bring along to it many of the church members who are involved in St Paul’s Crossover in one way or another.  But each year we struggle to find a theme for the day that is inspiring and encouraging.  In previous years we have reviewed our mission statements and other important pieces of paper that are needed to keep the show on the road.  Most of our staff and church members have not always found this approach stimulating!

We therefore started to think how we could make the day more enjoyable, and how we could also address the topic of spirituality.  Only a few of our staff would see themselves as practising Christians.  A quarter of our staff are Muslim.  The majority, though, are not regularly involved in public worship or any sort of religious group.  So whatever we did that related to spirituality had to be done with sensitivity and done in such a way that it could not be construed as prosyletisation.

We decided to take a risk and base the day on ‘forgiveness’.  It was a risk as we had not done anything like this before with our staff team, and we did not know what it might lead to.  Yet forgiveness is talked about much more nowadays in management theory.  There is a lot written and spoken about creating a ‘no-blame’ environment in the work place.  This has been something that we have tried to promote over a number of years.

Just over forty people attended.  The seating was arranged in one large circle in our new conference hall.  As Saturday mornings are not the best time to get people interacting with each other, we started with some ‘warm up’ activities.   After this, we invited each person to take two stones from the pile in the centre of the hall.  One was to be a ‘good stone’, and the other was to be ‘not so good a stone’.

The large group was then divided into four smaller groups.  We asked each of the smaller groups to review that past 12 months and write on cards all the things that had happened in the name of St Paul’s over that period.  [We encouraged some healthy competition amongst the groups to get them motivated!]  It was important to do this review, because not everything had gone smoothly over the pervious year.  In fact those of us in management positions made some very poor decisions.  These had affected staff morale.  Also, a popular staff member had been diagnosed with cancer and had died shortly afterwards.  This too had impacted on many of us.

We felt that these things, which had caused us, as staff and church members, some pain, should be named, admitted to and forgiven.  There were also many good and positive things that were written down on the cards that we were able to celebrate and laugh about.

Each of the four groups brought their cards back and laid them along a twelve-month time-line along the centre of the hall.  Jo, one of our managers, talked us through the events that our cards had identified.  In a sense, we had put the events of the year behind us.

After a break and a team photograph we got closer to our chosen theme of ‘forgiveness.’  I outlined very briefly how we all like people who are forgiving, yet we all struggle with forgiving others.  We do not warm towards hard and bitter people; in fact they repel us.  But we all like those who can forgive, especially if it is us that need their forgiveness.

To follow this up, three of us told stories where we knew we needed to be forgiven.  I told of a funeral that I had spoilt for a family.  I had promised to include in the service a poem that the deceased had written some years before.  But I had simply forgotten to read it out.  There was nothing I could do to put it right.  The funeral was over.  All I could do was to say I was sorry.

Jo told of an incident with her five year old son Dan.  She was putting him to bed one night when he asked, “Why didn’t you come today mummy?”  Suddenly, Jo remembered that she had promised to go into school to see Dan receive an achievement award at an assembly.  She had forgotten and knew she needed her son’s forgiveness.

John, who has been instrumental in setting up most of the activities at St Paul’s Crossover, told of how we had failed as an organisation.  We had set up an out-of-school club to serve local families.  Staff had been recruited and some parents were dependent upon the club as they were unable to collect their children from school because they were still at work.  Over time it became clear that the financial loses we were making on the club were too great for us to cover.  The club had to close.  We made one staff member redundant and let many parents and children down.  We, as an organisation, also needed to know forgiveness.

Next, we sent everyone back into their small groups where they found plenty of card, glue, magazines, candles, sticks and other bits and pieces.  They were asked to make something that summed up what forgiveness meant to them.  They had forty minutes in which to do this.  Then they would have to bring their creations back and explain it to the larger group.

As they went into their groups I felt that we had probably set a task that was too vague and not concrete enough.  But there seemed to be a fair degree of activity going on in each room, so may be it would be all right.  

After three quarters of an hour, the four groups reassembled with their what they had made.  Each person also had with them their two stones.  This last session of the day started as members of the smaller groups presented their work as we all sat around the time-line from our earlier session.

The first was a bridge made of card and covered with magazine pictures with people in of many different ethnic groups.  It pictured forgiveness as being the movement from everything being wrong and evil, to images of reconciliation, harmony and peace.

The second was a series of steps that again led from what was bad to what is good.  There were negative newspaper headlines and images of suffering at the bottom of the steps, and as you eye moved up the steps you could see improving images – on the top step was a lighted candle.

The third was a tunnel.  It started at ‘Cock up’ and finished with ‘We forgive’.  Around the tunnel were pictures asking what had gone wrong.  On top of the tube of the tunnel were phrases such as, “Talk about it”, “How do we feel?” and “Learn from what went wrong”.

The last presentation again had various pictures pasted onto a large sheet of card.  But right in the centre was a simple image of a cup on which was written, “The cup of forgiveness”.  When I asked why there was a cup I was told by someone who was not a member of a church, “Well, when I fall out with someone I have a chat with them and then ask them come round for a cuppa tea with me.”

So we sat around our time line and our creations, and I added one or two other pieces to what was laid out on the floor.  I included some family photographs, pictures from our different activities in St Paul’s Crossover and a small globe.

For our final act I asked the larger group to do two things.  First I asked them to place the ‘good stone’ by something laid out on the floor that they were thankful for and pleased about.  One by one we placed our stones.

I then invited people to place the second stone, the ‘not so good stone’, by something that symbolised for them that they had to forgive someone, be forgiven or even forgive themselves.  We then played a track from a pop group called R.E.M. entitled ‘Everybody Hurts.’  The atmosphere in the room changed.  I placed my stone alongside part of the time-line.  The woman next to me placed her stone, and slowly everyone followed suit around the room.  A few started to cry.  A couple more placed their stones and ran out of the room.  Others were more than keen to place their stones against the image of their choice.

The music ended just after the last person placed their second stone.  We rounded off the session with a poem, and left to go home.  It had been an emotionally loaded session, and those of us who planned the session did not know how well it had been received.

The following week there were many stories being shared about what had happened.  Some had managed to forgive themselves for things that had happened many years before.  Some had managed to pluck up courage to forgive family members and then make contact with them again.  Some were relieved to receive forgiveness.  Others had never understood before what forgiveness was all about.

There were many discussions the following week about what had happened on the Saturday, and these were among people of no faith, the Muslim faith and the Christian faith.  Stories were shared about how the tears did not mean it was a bad time, but a good time.  Most had never been to anything like it before.  Some asked specific questions about the Christian view of forgiveness.  We also sat and talked about forgiveness in Islam too.

It was a day when we know God was present.  We have no idea how we will follow this up next year, but this is just as well as it is all up to God at the end of the day.

