CHURCH IN THE WAY?

MAKING LINKS BETWEEN CHURCH AND THE LOCALITY

A paper written in 1992 when Laurie Green was Team Rector of Poplar in the East End of London.
What's the point of Community?

Working as a parish priest in East London during the Christmas period can inspire very
unchristian feelings! Last Christmas began with a break-in at Church. Over a thousand
pounds worth of electrical equipment was stolen. Equipment which would have provided a
sound loop for the hard of hearing and which had cost untold hours of fund-raising. Then
there was Henry who was coming to pieces all over his bedroom floor as the scourge of
alcoholism bit ever deeper into his spirit. At the local school, I asked one child what he
wanted for Christmas. He wanted, "Enough electric so we can have the light on all night".
The poverty is so demonic that this was the extent of his dreams and hopes.

With experiences like this two a penny in All Saints' Parish, were we Christians, I thought,
just kidding ourselves and everyone else at Christmas when we spoke about Peace on
Earth and Good Will to humanity?

But we must have courage and look the horror full in the face. Then it will become
significantly apparent that if our parish needs anything, it needs Community. For behind
the despair of each situation is the underlying hell of not belonging. Feeling worthless and
knowing that society doesn't value you. Feeling sometimes that society has no values
anyway. Alienation from society; alienation from work; alienation from the folk around,
even alienation from our very selves. Wherever we are, be it East London, Glasgow or
Plymouth, alienation and disintegration are crying out for the healing gift of Community.

So the human social task is to work in the struggle to free human beings and human
society from this brokenness; to search for meaning and value, and create Community -
create worth-while belongingness where peace and justice are part of the deal. Christ
creates the Church Community to share in this, his atoning work in the World. The question
that concerns us here is how can we play our part in this work at the local level of the
congregation and parish Church?

Plugging the Church into the Neighbourhood

Our local Churches with their difficult buildings, conservative hierarchies and defensive
attitudes can seem to be the last places to begin if Christians are wanting to get into the
business of building belongingness and community. And yet those places often have more
to offer than we realise. If the congregations are indigenous, they may be more
representative of the locality than we want to admit - and often more representative than
we are ourselves. Working with the local Church may be frustrating and unfashionable but
Parish Churches have been known to come alive with a faith that is both home grown and
more long-lasting than smart projects introduced by incomers. What are the keys to
locating Community and developing Community in the Parish? There are many, but the
following five suggestions may get us started.



1. Getting Inside the Place

You can live in a street for years without engaging the locality in which you're set. I reckon
it takes at least two years of visiting and being visited; standing at the school gate with
other parents; getting on the hidden community networks; forgetting what we expect to
find but listening intently to the language and looking all the time for the signs which make
for a community's culture. Bus queues, pubs, street gangs - immersing ourselves like this
is the first step to getting ourselves onto the right wave length.

2. Remember God is here already

If we are hungry for God in the locality then these two years or more of listening will help
us develop what I call a '‘pavement spirituality' where the Holy Spirit expresses within us
the Community's voice crying out to Him from the ground for healing wholeness and
salvation in the place. Celebration, brokenness, honesty and anger become hallmarks of a
prayer and spiritual awareness that is God's gift to us in the endeavour.

3. Link Church and Locality

Be an opportunist and build up the links steadily rather than trying to work with what you
haven't got! Analyse and affirm whatever personal links and networks presently operate
between the congregation and the locality, and organise enjoyable congregational visits to
local groups and events. Get to know the locals who use the Church Hall and get
community groups to mount exhibitions and parties for the congregation and vice versa.
Capitalise on those two years of listening. Advertise the Church to the locality and the
locality to the Church in ways they can both understand.

4. Don't go it alone - be a 'Groupie’

Work with the church groups and community groups you've already got, interlinking them
by getting them to think about shared community issues. Sharing the stories, analysing the
situations, reflecting theologically and then acting together will affirm participants and
strengthen Community - and it can be done by the most unpromising of groups! Use all the
tricks - let the groups use photos and maps; write local histories; celebrate; go on outings;
lobby councillors; get the Bishop in; study the Bible; worship together; even have karaoke
evenings! I have written at length elsewhere* about how we do all this. It takes time but
the groups learn all the skills necessary as they build up their expertise and experience.
Remember that a good group is worth hundreds of isolated individuals.

5. Be strategic

Take things slowly, one step at a time; but keep your group vision of Community bright!
This way you stand less chance of being worn down by sluggish congregations or harsh
localities. With this vision of Community to guide, you will be able to make strategic
decisions about issues and actions when things get tough - and local community
involvement can get very tough! Underpin all your endeavour with prayer, remembering
God has already begun the holy work of atonement - of building Community. Our task as
Church is to discern that work and link the Church Congregation and its Parish so that
together they may celebrate the fact that God's justice and love is alive and strong in
Community - even during the horrors of an inner-city Christmas!



