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ABSTRACT

Drawing on my expericnce in two urban parishes, onc predominantly Whitc
and the other Black, 1seck to show how itis legitimate that we interrogate our
present age through the lens of faith. I arguc that by its experience of being
forced into difference, the Black church has much to offer the Whitce church,
especially as the former in cities is growing, unlike the latter. Black-driven
mission must be a challenging concept for the White-led dominations. By a
genuinc commonality, there is much to hope for in a new expression of
church that is driven by mission and sustained by prayer.

Keywords: Black theology; Black majority church; White majority church;
mission; stcwardship.

Introduction

In this article Iseck to explore the impact of ethnicity upon mission in terms of
expectations, using a direct record of the experience in two Church of England
parishes; one is White majority and the other one is Black majority.? I bring
together some of my theological and sociological musings and apply them to
the data collected by a series of one-to-one interviews with active church mem-
bers in these two churches.

Because Black theology as a discipline seeks to rationalize Christianity as

1. The author is vicar of the Parish Church of St James Handsworth and a rescarch
scholar at the Qucens Foundation for Ecumenical Theological Education

2. The Church of England is a Whitc historical dcnomination with significant Black
majority congregations in inner city and urban locations.
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liberative, it is also a theology of liberation in its truest sense. If the Church is
to engage seriously with the two great dominical commandments, to love God
and love your neighbour as yourself, then Black theology can assist the whole
Church in this process of bringing the kingdom nearer, as it empowers Black
people. The question remains as to whether the White church is ready to accept
the assistance of Black people in this manner of actively seeking to make social
change.

In order to undertake this research I engage with some of the aforemen-
tioned questions by interpreting the responses from research participants in the
light of the substantive Black theological questions pertaining to mission and
the Church. One of those crucial areas of enquiry is to make sense of how
Black people “do church” in historic White denominations.’

Parish Profiles

Both churches come from a broad Catholic tradition, using vestments and
having the Reservation of the Sacrament,* although it should be noted that the
Black church uses more incense. Both churches are located in urban areas with
a high number of transient residents, which results in social tension from time
to time. Both churches have two services on Sunday mornings along with
midweek services. The White church has 3540 people at the main service;” the
Black church has 70-80. This leads to a very different worshipping experience
for all who attend. Both churches use Common Worship liturgy in contem-
porary language with inclusive language.® The White church hosts a Greek

3. Scc Anthony Reddic, Working against the Grain: Re-imaging Black Theology in the 21st
Century (London: Equinox, 2008), 118.

4. Anglican cucharistic theology understands the bread and winc of the last supper to
be the real or spiritual presence of Jesus’ body and blood. In some Anglican churches the
Blessed Sacrament is kept in a wall safc known as an Ambry and can be taken to the sick and
houscbound. For an understanding of what is mcant by a High Church tradition within
Anglicanism, sec David Isiorhe, “Multi-cthnic Anglicanism and the Role of Modern Eccle-
siastical Partics in thc Modc of Inclusion in Parson and Parish,” The English Clergy Association
171 (Summer 2011): 8-10. For an older sourcc scc also, Jonathan Baker, “Churchmanship,” in
Ian Bunting, cd., Celebrating the Anglican Way (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1996), 110-24.

5. A number of people have left the arca and others have “gone home to God.” New
people have joined in recent years but this has not kept pace with the decline in church
attendance. This clearly has implications for financc and stewardship and the Parochial
Church Council will nced to address these issues head on.

6. Common Worship is a framework for a collection of Anglican liturgics to be used in
places of worship within the Church of England. It is not an official replacement for the 400-
year-old Book of Common Prayer (since it includes these historic texts) but rather is to be
undcrstood as a resource for usc within this common structure in a way that is relcvant to a
particular context. Thus, contemporary Anglican liturgies represent a family of volumes
which have been blended with traditional matcrial and have been subject to a scholarly and
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Orthodox community that uses the premises occasionally, also a Seventh Day
Adventist community, largely Asian, which uses the church hall every Saturday.
Two thirds of the population arc White, with one-third UK citizens of Asian
and Caribbean origin.

The Black parish also includes a separatc Asian community with its own
premises that meets every Sunday afternoon. The vicar is the pastoral leader
there. The population consists of White, African Caribbean, Asian, Vietnamese
and Chinese people. The parish is a major centre of Black, Sikh, Hindu, and
Punjabi Christian life and faith, and, increasingly, of Bengali-speaking
Muslims. Over 75 per cent of the residents come from the so-called minority
ethnic population and the area is often the first place migrants coming to
England end up living, resulting in fluidity of population movement. In the
past this arca has often been associated with media stories relating to crime and
disorder.” Apart from the fact that these have usually been some distance from
the parish and are often distorted in the telling, the majority of residents are
expericncing falling rates of crime. Some of the social disturbances of August
2011 did take place within the parish however, unlike the events of 1985 and
the early 1990s, which were largely restricted to a neighbouring area of the city.

Methodology for Understanding Our Vision

The research strategy was to devise a system of data collection that would
provide evidence of the existence of a mission agenda within the parish church
and how this might be further developed into a collective vision, which would
include Anglican ministry. [ interviewed 12 research participants from each
sample group using 12 broadly worded questions. The questions were asked in

praycrful process of revision and amendment. Common Worship offers liturgics in both
traditional and contemporary language.

7. Inorder to understand how the urban disturbances were scen as acts of criminality
wec have only to look at the way in which thce press reported these events. The Daily Express
referred to Zulu-style war cries and depicted Black people as golliwogs in cartoons (Daily
Express, 14 October 1985) while The Sun gave focus to the idea of inter-racial conflict
between communitics carrying the headline “Why West Indians hate Asians” (The Sun, 12
Scptember 1985). According to J. Gaffney (“Interpretations of Violence: The Handsworth
Riots of 1985,” policy paper in cthnic relations, ESRC, 1987), the organizing principle of the
press is storytelling, and these storics arc informed by myths based upon Britain’s colonial
past. Thus stercotypes are an instant resource in a process of immediate storytelling, How-
ever, the stercotypes are limited to Black=Zulu; older Black=Uncle Tom; Asian=politically
passivc/cconomically shrewd, small businessman. This means that certain storics cannot be
told. This is crucial because the structure of the story is the agency of explanation. For
Gatfney, the storics that arc untold remain so not simply because they might push the inter-
pretation towards class analysis or give credibility to political actors, but becausc they under-
mine the explanatory characteristics of certain of the essential resources in storytelling.

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2012,



198 Black Theology: An International Journal

a logical order of progression. The first question was, What is it about the
Church that makes you feel good about being involved with this church? This
was followed by, What would you change? These were warm-up questions
followed by more specific ones related to mission and drawing upon
discussions that the churches were already having: Do you think a parish
mission is a good idea?® What impact would it have on church attendance?
What impact would it have on stewardship? What would you do to support it?
What does the Church have to offer the people of our community and how do
we communicate this?

The third set of questions focused on hopes and aspirations for the future.
These included: What do you think the church will be like in five years’ time?
What do you think the church will be like in ten years’ time? What do you
think the church will be like in 25 years’ time? What are the priorities for the
next four years?

Mission-related Findings and the Feel Good Factor

White majority church members felt good about being involved with this
church and talked about a sense of belonging and friendliness.” People said that
they felt at home even if they had not been brought up here. Companionship
was the biggest factor, but also church services and the building were
mentioned as contributory factors to that feeling of belonging and ownership.
One participant was more explicit in saying that everybody at this church was
Christian and went to church because they were genuine about their faith.'

8. The term “mission” was not defined by the rescarcher. A crucial part of the meth-
odology was as to avoid the introduction of definitions that may prevent the elucidation of
assumptions about this tcrm on the part of rescarch participants.

9. It is a supportive community accepting of all whatever the creed, class, or racial
origin. One of its great strengths is its ability to make new people feel welcome. The vision
includes charitable giving and maintaining its status as a training parish for first-time curatcs.

10. An important distinction can bc madc between people whose church membership ts
motivated by a faith commitment and thosc who attend church as a result of custom or habit.
This is scen clearly in the sociological literature concerning the relationship between racial
prejudice and religion. By far the majority of these studies relate specifically to the American
situation and show that the relation between racial prejudice and religion, behaviour, and
values is onc in which churchgocers are morc racially prejudiced than non-churchgoers.
However, when the rescarchers usc terms such as intrinsic (G. Allport and J. Rose, “Personal
Religious Oricntation and Prejudice,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 5 [1967]: 432—
43) and committed (B. Spilka, “Religion and Prejudice: A Factor Analytic Study,” Review of
Religious Research 6, 110. 3 [1965]: 6163-68) to describe religious oricntation, then distinctions
can be made between committed Christians who go to church out of conviction and con-
ventional churchgocrs whose attendance is infrequent and is motivated by social custom.
Thus, conventional church goers may bc more prejudiced than non-church goers; but
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The view was also expressed that at this church you were accepted and made
welcome and, because of that, people had become more involved in recent
ycars. This sense of community was understood as a place where others were
interested in you for who you were and everybody cared for each other. It was
also said that clergy had set the right tone and had contributed to this atmos-
phere.

Black majority church members also spoke in positive terms about the
atmosphere at their church and comparisons were made with churches where
people did not get on well together and where there was “back biting” and
bickering. Here, again, it was felt that the clergy had an important role to play
in maintaining that good atmosphere and spirit of harmony, which was so
important to welcoming new people to church.!! People recalled bad experi-
ences of attending White churches when they first came to the UK."? The Black
church was scen as a place where people could find support, and a sense of
calm and peace. All research participants wanted to see more young people in
church and realized that the Sunday Schools needed more helpers and the
active support of parents. People liked the worship and traditional hymns and
believed this was part of the good atmosphere they experienced.

Both Black and White majority church members describe their faith com-
munity as a safe and positive environment, but the former were able to make
important distinctions between their context and other places that did not foster
a sense of belonging and any significant degree of friendliness. The White
church members did not compare their place of worship with any other loca-
tion. They felt privileged to be where they were and seemed to imply that it
was normative and that all church situations were equally pleasant enclaves.
From a Black theology perspective this tells us that Black church membership
1s based upon a discernment process that seems to be different from that of the

committed Christians who attend church are no more prejudiced than non-church gocrs.
The relation of religion and racial prejudice has been investigated within the European
context by C. Bagley (“Relation of Religion and Racial Prejudice in Europe,” Scientific Study of
Religion 9, no. 5 [1970]: 219-25) who discovered similar patterns in the data from English and
Dutch samples.

11.  Although it is the role of the clergy to keep people together, collaborating with onc
another, that work is so much casicr when a congregation wants to work in partnership with
their vicar in realizing the kingdom.

12, When Black Anglicans from the Caribbean came to worship in the Church of
England they encountered the same racism in the House of God that they had experienced in
wider British socicty. The social forces which had denicd them aceess to adequate housing
and employment also denied them freedom of religious worship. See “Seeds of Hope: Report
of a Survey on Combatting Racism in the Diocescs of the Church of England,” Central
Board of Finance of the Church of England, 1991, 1. Sce also David Isiorho, “Black Theology
in Urban Shadow: Combating Racism in the Church of England,” Black Theology: An
International Journal 1, no. 1 (2002): 29-48.
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comparative White affiliation. It was clear that Black church members had made
decisions about where they would worship. This choice was often a group
decision involving family and friends, often supported by a wider knowledge of
available resources. In other words, they were more likely to choose with
whom they were going to worship rather than just simply attending the local
church. This is supported by the fact that Black majority church members are
just as likely to live outside as within parish boundaries, and that people will
often travel on two or three buses to attend worship. There is also a tendency
among the wealthier members of the congregation to move out to the suburbs
while continuing to worship in the city.

Black majority church members were aware of the strength of other forms
of Black churches and the potential for growth, but did not see this as exclusive
to Pentecostalism." Thus, a renewed concern for mission could influence
church attendance. It was also understood that these churches probably had
things for youngsters that they did not. Other Black churches were perceived as
noisy and nobody wanted to abandon Anglican worship even if they thought it
would appeal to young people. There was a realization that they offered family
services in the context of the Eucharist and that, if they could revive the Sunday
School, there was no reason why they would not see more young families
coming to church.* It was important that new people were received properly
and made welcome and that their involvement was seen as a way of sustaining
their interest in church.

Some White majority church members also wanted to see younger people
attending adult services as well as family and youth services. Others were happy
for this to find its own level and were just pleased that there was provision for
young people. Everyone would like to see more people of any age, and in an
ideal world, many desired to see a full-time organist and a larger choir at their
church." Those who attended mid-week Communion services would like to
see numbers grow as they felt these services had much to offer.

Mission-related Findings and Black Theology

The majority White church members were in favour in principle of having a
parish mission especially if it involved a younger element. However, it was far

13. For adctailed overview of the significance of Black churches in the UK sce Reddie,
Working against the Grain, 111-36.

14.  There was a revival of the Sunday School with the establishment of a strong team of
leaders; rotas were drawn up and a programmce put in place following the liturgical year of the
Anglican Church.

15. A competent and committed organist was found who was able to breathe new life
into the choir, thereby cnriching the worship.
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from clear what this actually would involve and church members found it
difficult to commit themselves to something that was yet to be defined.'® Most
did think it was worth a try to get a few more people into church but they were
not in a position to know if a parish mission was likely to have any effect on
church attendance or stewardship. Further questions on mission and outreach
resulted in people expressing the view that they should do something if the
parish were to grow both numerically and in terms of the quality of what they
were doing. Only one person went so far as to say mission is part of what
defines church whilst others felt that a definite goal would have to be found to
make this effective.!” The view was expressed that the impact of a mission
strategy on church attendance would depend on who was running the mission
and how they communicated their goals. The more optimistic thought this
could be good for church attendance particularly among young people. Others
were not so sure. One research participant expressed doubts about bringing
friends to mission events if most friends were already church members.
Another wondered how this was going to work given that most working people
are under a lot of pressure and are unlikely to be able to give time to church. It
was felt by some that if attendance went up then so could planned giving, but
no time scale was attached to that view. Others felt that this would not make an
impact straight away and that new people would need to learn about steward-
ship and planned giving.

White majority church members did not make it explicit what they under-
stood by mission and initially looked to the interviewer to define this term for
them. An important part of the research strategy was not to provide such
direction as it would contaminate the findings by introducing concepts from
the academy. The researcher’s task was to let the research participants tell their
own story using their own language and, in the process of doing thus, provide
some clarification of the many implicit assumptions they held about the term
“mission.” These could be unpacked as a series of questions about the theology
of mission and the missio Dei, which is in essence, the Church.'® To my mind,
these are not appropriate questions to ask of research participants. This is
something that readers will have to decide for themselves. My focus as a
practical theologian is to engage with the assumptions of research participants

16.  Definitions of missions arc a ninctieth-century preoccupation. Sec David J. Bosch,
Transforming Mission: Paradigm Shifts in the Theology of Mission (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1991),
511.

17.  Bosch, Transforming Mission, 512-18, defincs mission as six multidimensional salvific
cvents which are to be considered as a whole and in continuity with cach other. Thesc are to
be found in the New Testament and include Incarnation, Crucifixion, Resurrection,
Asccnsion, the Holy Spirit at Pentcecost, and finally the Parousia.

18. Thus, the Church docs not do mission, the Church is mission in a fallen world. See
Bosch, Transforming Mission, 519.
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and the multi-dimensional nature of mission as understood by active church
members. This particular mode of mission has things to say about Christian
witness and reaching out to those beyond the fold, with the clear intention of
inviting them in. The strongest model, here, in both the academic literature
and in the hearts and minds of active church members is biblical.'” We have
only to think of St Matthews’s mission imperative to go out into the entire
world and make disciples.*®

Black majority church members were positive about trying new things if
ideas came forward to improve what they were already doing, but on the whole
they were happy with things as they were, although some thought a few more
social events would be good. Some also felt that the vicar was overworked and
were of the opinion that staffing allocations had favoured the neighbouring
parishes led by White clergy. How long would they have to wait for a curate
who would work specifically at their church??' It was also felt strongly that
some of these White clergy think that Black people are stupid and talk down to
them.?

The Black majority church operates within a group of churches while
maintaining its mission as an independent and autonomous parish.?® Their
mission statement calls them to looking at what they are doing and where they
might be called to be. There was a strong feeling among church members that
they should not rely on one or two group ventures to fulfil their outreach
work. Having said that, they have been active members in the wider group

19.  Scc Bosch, Transforming Mission, 15-170.

20. “Go thercfore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and tcaching them to obey cverything that 1
have commanded you. And remember, [ am with you always, to the end of the age.” Matt.
28:19-20.

21. A White group curatc who worked across four parishes (and incidentally lived in the
housc provide by the Black majority church) had just been withdrawn from this parish with
no cxplanation. However, this Curatc has remained on the governing body of the Church
school, presumably, because it was good for their CV and such training opportunities werce
scarce, or at least that was the view of the training incumbent in the neighbouring parish.

22. Sec Mukti Barton, Freedom Is for Freeing: 12 Years (1998-2010) Work as Bishop’s Adviser

for Black and Asian Ministries (Birmingham Dioccsan Board of Finance Ltd, 2011), 3941

23. Two of the four parishes in this group are failing White churches with an average
attendance of 15-20 worshippers at their main Sunday scrvice. If there were Ofsted
inspections for churches as there are for state schools, both thesc parishes would be in special
mecasures, or at least given notice to improve, and the leadership tcam judged incompetent
and thus replaced. The other White church in this group is comparable in numbers with our
Black majority church and although it only has only onc worship centre it scems to be over-
staffed with curates and retired clergy. A significant feature of this church is its ability to
attract a disproportionatc number of Whitc adherents given its location in a very Black area.
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ministry, as witnessed in a Quiet Day that they recently organized, which was
deemed a moving and successful occasion.

Within a few weeks of the appointment of a Black incumbent, there was
“trouble at the mill.” Relationships between the group clergy became
strained.* A youth group led by White staff with as many as half a dozen
members had met at the premises of the Black majority church. They
invariably failed to clean up behind themseclves following meetings and,
eventually, they were asked by the vicar and church wardens not to return.
“World War Three” broke out among the group clergy and consultants had to
be called in in order to return the situation to some sort of equilibrium. The
youth workers sent offensive emails to the vicar saying that he personally
should see to it, not only to prepare the room before the youth club arrives, but
also, he should be prepared to clean up after they had gone, with his janitorial
team. Clearly, this was never going to happen! It is obvious to me that they
would not have talked to a White vicar like that. One of the church wardens
pointed out that she had been cleaning up behind White people all her life and
that she was not prepared to do it any longer. A further incident involved the
Black church’s refusal to cancel its Sunday morning service in favour of a group
confirmation service for which it had no candidates. They did have candidates,
but Southeast Asian parents wanted their children to undertake their con-
firmation class after the school year had come to an end. The White churches
in the group did not want to wait. Their candidates were ready and no other
considerations seemed to matter. In short, the White clergy then refused to
attend any further meetings with the Black vicar and appealed to the church
authorities for advice as to what to do next.

When there is a dispute between Black and White staff, we should assume
that both racism and racialization are likely elements at work. This is not to
prejudge anybody involved but simply to acknowledge the current human
condition. In such situations, the use of outside consultants may not be suffi-
cient to resolve the crisis. A restructuring of working agreements, on a no-
blame basis, is often the best course of action unless a genuine intention of
culpability is proved and, if proven, then such racism should be a disciplinary
matter.

This has very clear implications for Black theology in Britain. It tells a
liberative discipline that it has a long way to go to achieve a measure of equality
tor Black and Asian Christians in the historic White churches. We are

24, White clergy across the diocese had been invited to a consultation organized by the
Bishop’s Adviscr for Black and Asian Ministrics to discuss the nceds of Black people in
multicultural churches. All the White clergy in the group ministry made cxcuscs as to why
they could not attend this important and well-supported cvent. Sce Barton, Freedom Is for
Freeing, 40.
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concerned here with the social and spiritual transformation of the marginalized
and the theology of their context. The interpretative framework is the re-
imagining of the Bible and how it is understood in the Black church. Black and
Asian experience is of crucial importance, and is the starting point for effective
change, rooted in christological understandings of God’s intervention in the
world.® Thus Black equality is all about the liberation that Jesus would want
for the down-trodden and, as such, is a Christ-centred aspiration.

It was acknowledged that to sustain their efforts for growth, greater
participation from this Black majority congregation was required. Here, it was
felt that the church had a history of people being reticent and not coming
forward to take responsibility. It was agreed that people now needed encour-
agement to change that mode of thinking. The process of interviewing people
and asking them for their opinions was welcomed by all, as an act of inclusion,
and part of the wider process of change. This challenges Black theology to
articulate the gospel more closely from within the context of identity politics.
The Black God-talk of the marginalized reveals a history of people who have
been knocked back, to the point where they have internalized their low self-
esteem, which results from their holding back from much-needed forms of
activism. Identity politics is there to restore confidence and to re-skill our
people for effective leadership. This is achieved by drawing attention to ethnic
inequalities and the theological implications for societal change and personal
development. The Black church needs Black theology because it uses a socio-
political, theological approach that seeks to critique racism, Whiteness, and
Black marginality.*

Stewardship, Community and the Decline in
White Church Membership

Black majority church members were not sure how mission would affect
stewardship in terms of the planned giving since the congregation was well
aware they would have to give more anyway. Thus, the view was expressed that
people are generous at this church and will give more if the situation is clearly
explained.?’ Certainly mission will have an influence on time and talents
because it relates to the concomitant levels of involvement. Church activists felt
that their church had a lot to offer the community, including the love of God,
but people would first need to come and get involved. Others wondered if they
should have projects for the clderly in addition to the church school and pre-

25. Sce Reddic, Working against the Grain, 25.
26. Scc Reddic, Working against the Grain, 28.
27. A successful stewardship campaign in 2010 led to a 14 per cent increase in planned

giving.
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and after-school projects.”® The question here was whether it did enough to
attract the interest of the community in the first place so that they would know
what the church had to offer? Clearly there is a felt need here to reach out to
the community to try to serve it. One of the resources they had to offer the
community was a large upper room above the old part of the church building
and church members came up with several suggestions as to how it might be
used, including a quiet room with conference facilities, social functions such as
birthday parties, baptisms, weddings, and funeral receptions, and social eve-
nings for church members, dance classes, or aerobics.”’

The White majority church, in response to the question, What does the
church have to offer the community?, talked about baptisms, weddings and
funerals. Clearly, they were aware that the church has the same things to offer
the community as it has to offer the congregation as the “Body of Christ” in
that place. They wondered if the community was ready for such an
involvement, which would add another and very different dimension to their
lives. Pastoral care and friendship was also mentioned as part of the package
along with worship and play; the latter including a Fresh Expressions project
for the younger children.®

On the issue of communicating what the church has to offer and getting
across to the general public what they are doing and how they could join in,
some thought advertising was the answer, while others believed that face-to-
face contact was the best way forward. The children’s baptism party as well as
ongoing work with the schools were seen as positive signs of growth. The
Christmas fayre and annual fete were understood as important mission oppor-
tunities. The proposed new build would increase amenities for the area and this
might be a vehicle of communication.>!

28. A nursing home adjacent to the church was recently opened with the full support of
the vicar and church members. A Eucharist takes place cvery third Wednesday in the month
with church members in attendance. At Christmas, an augmented choir sang carols for the
residents. In this context, mission is very much heart speaking to heart across the suffering of
the human condition.

29. The upper room has become the basc for the Boys’ Brigade and Girls’ Association
recently formed at this church, which does not preclude other uscs.

30. The parish curatc was given an overarching remit for work with young people in the
parish. He took on responsibility for the established youth group. Worship and play and was
very successful in drawing new people into the church family. See The Archbishops’
Council, Mission-shaped Church: Church Planting and Fresh Expressions of Church in a Changing
Context (London: Church House Publishing, 2004), 73-74.

31. No new building work has taken place during the last four years from when this
project was first mooted. However, plans were discovered by the incumbent of the time for
similar work dating back 20 ycars. Clearly architects’ fces would have been paid in both cases
involving several thousands of pounds. This mismanagement of resources on the part of the
Parochial Church Council is an indication of a declining church. A statcment of nced to
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Black majority church members were positive about the future, believing
the building and congregation would still be there in 25 years’ time, even
though some of them thought that they would be worshipping God on “a
different shore.” The windows would be fixed, the building repairs completed
and the quiet room decorated as a retreat centre. They hoped the congregation
would have increased to include a lot more young families. It was also recog-
nized that new people coming in may not necessarily be young people and,
unlike thernselves, their active church experiences will be post-retirement. The
general feeling was that there would be a new congregation to replace those
who had “gone home to God.” There was also a feeling that the church would
have to do more on the welfare front because governments will do less to help
people. Church members were worried about their grandchildren and hoped
their situation would not be as hard as the ones they had experienced.

White majority church members also believed that their church had a future
beyond their lifetime. There was a strong feeling that the building work would
attract more people and would help them to reach out more effectively to the
community. One person mentioned population increase and how this was very
likely to increase church attendance. There was a hope that they could move on
from financial concerns and become involved in some “serious” mission work
and that Fresh Expressions would play an important part in this.** There was
also a feeling that their work with young people should be mission-shaped and
open to the wider community if there was going to be growth.”?

However, the same White majority church members were not so sure that
growth would happen and they wondered if the church might go into decline
with numbers falling. Some took a neutral position saying it was not possible to
look too far ahead and that it could go either way—boom or bust. For some,

develop the church buildings and improve facilitics is as follows: new front door at the west
end of the church that is visible and accessible to the main road; refurbishment of hall toilets,
kitchen, and floor; sound-proofing the hall and lounge so that they can be used at the same
time; partition of the hall so that it could be used by morc than one group at a timc; the
partition would need to be capable of being folded away so the hall could be used as one
room but also locked securely into place to provide a sound-proof barrier on other occasions;
amalgamation of church and hall; provision of toilcts for the disabled in church; provision of
kitchen facilitics in church; provision for storage for flower arranging and cleaning equip-
ment; internal screen/doors under organ gallery and utilization of space in the cycle arca;
provision of parish officc and large meeting room; additional mecting rooms for youth and
Sunday School; utility arca/sink in church; sclling or leasing land to fund the above.

32. Fresh Expressions was understood to be an initiative to establish new or difterent
forms of church for a changing culturc. At this church, it is also very much about drawing
ncw people in to mainstrcam church.

33. Thc Church Kids Project is a closed youth club run by a 70-ycar-old former church
warden who has a vested interest in kecping this an exclusive provision for her grandchildren.
The ncgative implications here for mission are so sadly obvious.
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this position was related to the unsettled and uncertain state of the world. One
person suggested that the church might end up as part of a ministry team and
they hoped it would still remain a training parish.>* Another suggested this
would only happen if the finances were not sorted out.*®

Transforming Church

Black church activists had no difficulty in taking on the diocesan mission
strategy— Transforming Church®*—because it was presented as something
they could respond to on their own terms with the emphasis being on
improving their existing practice. This diocesan strategy was something that
could be easily implemented in the parish provided it did not undermine or
contradict what they were already doing. This seems to be its strong selling
point, which was quickly acted upon by local clergy.

Thus, under the heading Transforming Worship they declared their inten-
tion to maintain the existing styles of worship with the support of a larger
serving team. Picking up on the theme of “drawing us into the presence of the
Living God,” they would be encouraged in prayer, with an emphasis on getting
people together for Bible study, all of which was a significant part of their
witness.?” Thus, the “Transforming Church Plan” (mission statement) would
help this Black majority church to reflect on the vision they already possessed

34. The establishment of a ministry ecam where several parishes are put together under
the overall direction of a tcam rector would inevitably mean a loss of autonomy for the
parish. They would still have a clergy person of their own, but the responsibilitics and line
management would be very different. With such changes it would still be possible for the
parish pricst to train a curate but additional staff could also find themsclves working across
parishes and spread so thinly that they achicve very little.

35. The main area for developmentif this parish is to have a future is to raisc awarencess
of financial issucs. If these arc not addressed then I fear it will enter a period of decline from
which it will struggle to recover. Since the Diocesan Stewardship Officer came to talk to the
Parochial Church Council in 2007, the church has had two Gift Days with some success but
there remains a strong resistance to revisit stewardship in any scrious way. At one of the PCC
mectings, the view was expressed that they should not go to the congregation and ask them
for more moncy.

36. Transforming Church is a diocesan stratcgy for church growth, which gives focus to
the cffectiveness of the communications skills of worshiping Christians. Consultants have
been assigned to cach parish to help the clergy and laity to sharpen up their practice as they
implement their response to diocesan vision and goals.

37. Transforming Worship—drawing us into the presence of the Living God: at the
heart of the Church’s work is the declaration of its prayer lifc by mcans of services whosce
richness and beauty carry a sensc of wholeness and peace. As the church prays cach day, so
may we seck to let that dialogue with God includc other people so that we can help others to
hear and speak to God. We also need to organize social cvents as opportunitics for fellowship.
Another objective is to establish a quict room with conference facilitics.
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and would encourage them to plan where their church was going in the next
few years.

Under the heading Transforming Relationship, Black majority church
members would continue celebrate and value each other through sharing the
sacraments and in fellowship.*® As for Transforming Leadership, this church is
no stranger to the idea of shared ministry even if some of its previous White
incumbents had frustrated that process.”” In terms of Transforming Presence,
here again Black church members had direct experience of the embodiment of
the risen Christ in their community through their outreach work with young
and older people.*

So what is this diocesan initiative really about? Where does it come from and
what are the cultural assumptions inherent within such an approach? To
answer this question we need to look more closely at the language being used
and at whom it is directed and why. The transforming church strategy is an
individually orientated approach in which committed Christians are being
asked to recommit to an ethos, which does not necessarily involve the local
church—a sort of meta church.*! They were not being asked to look at how
they could be more effective working through those structures. Rather, they
were being asked to become more effective Christians by finding ways to share
the gospel with other isolated individuals who could form a diocese-wide net-
work, which would not be dependent upon the existing parochial system.

38. Transforming Rclationships—finding hcaling, cncouragement, and challenge
through our life together. This parish has taken care to be inclusive. 1t needs to continue
traditions such as the Caribbcan cvening, but also find new ways to embody its shared lifc in
the local community, which contains many hurt and fractured lives.

39. Transforming Leadcership—releasing and harnessing the gifts of all God’s people.
The ministry and mission arc only as strong as the people who participate. It is very much a
shared ministry. This church needs to seck those whose gifts are not yet realized and help
them to understand the good works in which God has prepared for them to walk. Sunday
School should be weckly with a team of helpers, so there is a need to identify whom can be
approached to undcrtake this work.

40. Transforming Presence—living out God’s love in our communitics and the wider
world. The church is called to witness to the embodiment of the risen Christ in this
community. May the incarnate God take the work of its hands and let good come of it. May
God take our lives, give us peace, and transform us in his glad service. In this context they
nced to encourage morc young peoplc to get involved. Crucial to its work with young people
is the Church Primary School, which has recently been inspected and judged excellent.
Therce is the Grove Project, providing high-quality childcarce activitics including nursery
provision, wrap-around care, holiday play schemes, as well as training for parents. Closc links
arc longstanding between the school, the Grove Project, and the church. The church is now
working with the Boys’ Brigade and Girls” Association.

41. Forawecll-argucd casc for putting the parish at the centre of mission initiatives, scc
Andrew Davison, and Alison Milbank, For the Parish: A Critique of Fresh Expressions (London:
SCM Press, 2010).
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Transforming Discipleship and enabling us to grow as confident followers of Jesus
seems to be a code term for this strategy.** Leading others to believe in Jesus and
belong to his body (Transforming Qutreach) is somewhat misleading given the
absence of a narrative about what the local church is already doing in relation to
charitable and outreach work.* Similarly dialogue with other faith commu-
nities (Transforming Partnership) is to be achieved on the basis of equality and
mutuality without any serious discussion of the incommensurate nature of
divergent historic faith perspectives. Furthermore, there is no consideration or
acknowledgement of community tensions associated with racial origin, faith
group, or social class membership. There seems to be a subtext of “we can all
get along and realize God’s purpose in the world.”**

So who is the real target group of this diocesan strategy? The thriving Black
majority churches in the cities or the more individually orientated and upwardly
mobile church gathering in the White suburbs? Clearly, the more things are
tocused on the latter, the less included Black worshippers are likely to be or to
feel. The Black church is not driven by the lure of individual adult conversion
and it is not that quality of choice and inclination that determines their mode of
involvement. Family group membership, where the Anglican Church with its
parish structure is seen as the norm, is the significant driver here.

The diocese would have been better off focusing on a smaller number of
primary purposes for church such as worship and prayer, stewardship and
teaching, and outreach to vulnerable and marginalized groups. Then this could
all be focused on justice issues as the foundation upon which all the evangelis-
tic work would be carried out. These areas incorporate all the traditional
aspects of the work and mission of the Church from its earliest inception. The
profoundly biblical nature of these three purposes would be an invitation to
base all Christian work on the Christ-like model, without too many distinc-
tions being drawn between ministry and mission. It would take the mission and
the maintenance work of the Church out of the individual and subjective realm
into a concrete area, which cnables the old Anglican virtue of reason to function,
without any accusation from the more evangelically minded of backsliding.
Furthermore, these three primary purposes would allow the practitioner to

42, Transforming Discipleship—cnabling us to grow as confident followers of Jesus.
How do we allow others to inquire of us about our faith? How confident arc we when we are
asked to explain it?

43. Transforming Outrcach—lcading others to believe in Jesus and belong to his body.
Establishing practical, charitable, and spiritual programmes of action and reflection, especially
as the church develops the upper room, making the church more inviting.

44.  Transforming Partnership—working together with people of goodwill to sce God’s
purposcs fulfilled. This church is blessed with a rich varicty of traditions and faiths. How far
can it, how far can we, how far dare we seck to come to a whole community vision that
cmbodics the principles of justice and cquality before God that can speak to all?
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critique and to dialogue with current praxis against a prophetic and biblical
backdrop where the church was not so much doing its mission, but rather was
recognized as being mission in the world.

Conclusion

By comparing and contrasting the respective responses of the two Church of
England parishes, I was able to demonstrate how church members vary their
views and assumptions on mission according to their ethnic and social
experience. In my first sample group, the White majority church saw mission as
an extra component to church life, which would only have value if it was
successful in getting people into church to join the planned giving scheme and
shoulder the financial burden. Research participants from the Black majority
church wanted to recruit new members to join them in the active struggle of
the kingdom and to shoulder the burden of perceived inactivity among its
considerably larger congregation. As a Black vicar running a Black majority
church, I find many of our people demoralized after years of being ignored and
spoken down to by White peoplc who treat them as if they were stupid. This
remains a recurrent theme.

So where do we go from here if we are to hang on to the bigger picture of
church mission and growth? Plus, how do we make sense of the institutional
context in which we bear witness as Black people of faith?

Christianity, like its founder, is rooted in history and always seeks to engage
with the issues of the day. We believe in a communion that exists through time
as well as space. This also means that we do not have to re-invent the wheel.
We can draw on our tradition to inform our thinking and our praying about
our present time. Christians are both conveyors and repositories of much
historical and theological richness.

This means that we have a legitimate, even imperative, concern with bearing
prophetic witness in our own time. A faith locked in the past cannot be a living,
evolving, and emerging faith. We believe that Jesus is with us in his spirit. We
also believe that we are literally his body here on earth. That makes what we do
so important; those good works called for us to undertake, which will not get
done if we do not attend to them.

For this reason, we cannot live complacent lives, but we must be stirred up;
restless for God, restless for the best for our fellow creatures, and for our
universe. As Christians, we believe God is the creator of all things, and that
God had a purpose in creating the world. There is a supreme purpose in life;
this life is incomplete in itself, and it will find its completion in the fullness of
eternal life with God. As Black people, we are called to witness the embodi-
ment of the Risen Christ in the community of faith known as the Church. Our
witness is valid and righteous because Jesus is everything to us; giving us life,
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filling it with love and setting us free from sin that we might live in his love.
The incarnate God has taken the work of our hands and good has come ofit, as
scen in the rapid rise of Black majority churches. At the heart of the Church’s
work is the declaration of its prayer life by means of worship services, whose
richness and beauty carry a sense of wholeness and peace. Qur witness includes
teaching and nurture—deepening our knowledge about the Christian faith,

We seek to do this through our witness in the world, which is about
stewardship of resources and our Christian testimony to the world that con-
cerns ministry and outreach. We seck to lead all to Christ by contact with this
wider community, seeing this as an important part of a much larger process of
church growth. We are the people of faith and it is in the faith of Christ Jesus
that we continue this important work.
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