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Reaching Out - Some Ideas and Principles

“The Christian church is the only organization that exists for the benefit
of its non-members.”

Archbishop William Temple

The following article contains some thoughts on the reasons why the
church is so often isolated from its local community, some guidelines and
principles for more involvement with the community and some stories
about how different churches or groups have sought to reach their
community.

Have you ever sat in a pew and been exhorted by a well-meaning
preacher to “reach out”, “get involved”, “plan a mission strategy”, “share
the message”. You look around the large but empty old church and see
thirty or so other people, mostly over 60, who look tired and whom you
know have tried very hard to “reach out” for the last 10 maybe 20 years
without seeing much change? Let me tell you some of the thoughts and
feelings I've had in this situation: —

Who is going to do it?
What have we got to bring people to?
How will we do it — coffee shop? !
— get a good speaker?
— start a youth club? ,
Feelings of guilt about our/your inadequacies, frustration of not
knowing what to do, and despair at the diminishing congregation all
tumble about inside. A recent survey of inner city ministers carried out by

Scaffolding showed that these thoughts and questions were common to
most and were almost crippling for some.

We know “why” but what about “how”?

As Christians we hold very close to our hearts the great commandment
“Lave your neighbour as yourself” and the great commission “Go into all
the world and preach the good news”. We are to be an outward focused
people. So whether it be for a particular project of evangelism or for
meeting a need in the local ared or for sharing our love and faith with our
neighbours, we all need to become involved in our community and the
people who make it up. '

Sometimes it is called “outreach”, sometimes “mission” sometimes
“serving the community” and each term has a different emphasis yet all
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have some elements in common. They all require us to step outside our
churches, to get some understanding of what/who our community is and
how it works and to repeatedly reflect on how we should carry out our
tasks as we learn from people in the community.

In most cases I will be using the term “community involvement” in a
broad sense, covering the various types of mission and service.

Some Problems With Our Traditional Forms of Community
Involvement

In order to understand how to break down the barriers between church
and community we need to look at the factors that have contributed to the
existence and strengthening of those barriers.

1. The “village” church in 1980's?

. I was brought up in a church which provided me with Fancy Dress
Nights when I was 8, Sunday School Picnic races when I was 10, my first
camp as a young teenager, chances to meet boys as an older teenager and
an opportunity to develop personal skills as a leader in a Youth
Fellowship. As well as all these important events it gave me a spiritual
foundation for my commitment to God. For many of us the local church
has functioned well as a centre for our own lives and for the life of our
suburb in a similiar way to the village church in England on which it was
modelled. However, today this is not automatically true.

Eighty-two percent of Australians do not attend church in 1985, What
was an accepted social norm, “the done thing”, even a boost to one’s status,

1:;; now the abnormal and to most, irrelevant,

Other community agencies have taken up the roles many churches used
to fulfill. Welfare organizations provide counselling, support and practical
help, service groups and clubs are important social meeting places and
entertainment options for children are popping up everywhere.

Today the church is not always the centre for community life,
Furthermore the community is changing from the village pattern. The
community we live in may not be an easily defined group of people with
clear social networks but rather a multi-racial, anonymous environment
with a variety of values, belief systems and lifestyles. People have different
or no expectations of the church, so often it is seen as irrelevant or archaic,
Ministry then must involve starting again by getting a better understanding
of our communities,

2. Overemphasis on Youth?

When the church had a major part in the socialization process for
members of the village there was an extensive array of children’s activities,
Sunday schools, clubs, teenage youth groups. All of these things play a
valuable part today in nurturing children in the faith. However where they
are seen as the major form of mission and where they take more energy
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than the resources established for adults we must ask ourselves serious

Why fio children leave the church in droves when they hit teenage years
and again in their early twenties when they join the workforce? How can we
sustain their interest without the support of their parents? How do we help
the 20 year olds meet the challenge of a secular world after we have
nurtured them in the cosy atmosphere of youth fellowship?

Iferhaps there has been a tendency to focus on the young because it is
easier and we may not have our position challenged as much as we would
py meeting with adults. Sunday schools and youth outreach activities are
important but not as the sole way of maintaining our church membership,
}n many cases our emphasis on the young leaves the community with the
impression that our faith is only relevant when you are young.

3. Welfare Based Outreach

The church has had a high profile in the areas of welfare — everything
from overseas aid programmes to the handout from the parsonage door.
This commitment to the needy is an integral part of our faith and must
always be evident in our life together as the body of Christ, However it is
often carried out in such a wa
Christians from their community. Again, many of the destructive aspects
of our welfare initiatives are derived from our models of “charity to the
poor” in our mother churches in England.

Y as to undermine our mission and distance

'In many situations the actual services or activities we develop seem to
reinforce Christians as being
recipients rather than communicating the servanthood of Christ. Where
there is a “client” status attributed to one party and a volunteer status to
another there is immediately a wedge driven between the two. The client
begins to see himselfas a failure, dependent and without value (as they are

in a more powerful position than the

) and they see the volunteer or staff person 'of the

programme as successful and with pride intact. With this frame of mind
they will find it difficult to sit alongside each other in church. This dynamic

can occur in anything from an emergency food programme to a
counselling service. i :

Another problem with many of the initiatives Christians have taken in
welfare s that it often institutionalizes our “caring” so that we only visit the
sick when it's our turn on the roster or giv
helping at the soup kitchen, It can en
comfortable world, our home and fam
lifestb/le. Jesus calls us to give all of our
disci[ples. Our efforts to meet human ne
church welfare agencies to havin
our community around us,

¢ a stranger a drink wherd we're
able us to retreat to our own
ilies with no real effect on our
lives to him if we are to be his
need must go beyond supporting
g our lives changed by caring for those in

Furthermore, our wclfarc~0riente<‘j outreach programmes can in fact do
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more damage than good. Much of the poverty and need in our community
is generated by the economic and social structures of our society, so change
needs to be brought about at this level in order to prevent suffering, rather
than providing ‘bandaids’ to individuals and returning them to the same
oppressive situation. If we are only treating the symptoms and not dealing
with the causes we could be helping to maintain the problem. Instead we
need to be changing the situation which contributes to the person’s
suffering, that is, our involvement needs to be “change-oriented”. This may
involve challenging unjust systems, giving the decision-making or power to
those who have none. ‘

An Example from my Local Community

Several elderly tenants of a Housing Commission project were being
badly tormented by local teenagers and receiving no help from the
Commission on security matters. They required comforting and help in
moving to a new area. This would have meant new people moving into
their places and they too would suffer the harrassment and require help.
Instead a group was begun consisting of these tenants and some
community workers which started to look at the causes of their anxiety.
Ideas came forward as to how to deal with the teenagers and the meetings
provided support and new friendships which also gave th‘em stréngth to
cope.

| i
People felt stronger about their rights as tenants and began to ask for

security measures and building improvements from the Housing Commission,
Youthworkers were put in touch with the offending teenagers to look into
their needs. The Housing Commission began to respond,; a community
room was established and more changes took place as the elderly tenants
were less easily provoked by the teenagers, thus diffusing the conflict to a
great extent. People started to feel they had a say and their environment
was improved, a change-oriented process. I
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So by looking at some of the ways barriers have been created between
church and community, I have started to develop guidelines or principles
for effective outreach, The following are further principles that I have
found useful in my work in the inner city.

Some Principles for Community Involvement '

I believe I have learnt a lot from asking myself how God became
‘involved,in His community’ or what was His way of“reachiﬁg out”? When
Godsent His Son He was to become one of an oppressed people. He came
asa baby, helpless and dependant. Most of His life was spent simply living
in the community, becoming involved in the life and culture of the people
He was part of. He spent time becoming earthed in local customs and
traditions. For most of his 3 years active ministry, Jesus became deeply
involved in the lives of people, relating to them at their point of need,
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challenging them at crucial points in their own pilgrimages and pointing
them towards hope, salvation and the spirit of God at work in their lives.

The life of Jesus points us beyond simply setting up programmes for
people ar§d towards a deep and committed involvement with them. Jesus
became “incarnate” in a particular culture at a particular time in history.

There are many principles we can glean from the gospel accounts of
Jesus’ life amongst His community, I have been guided by these principles
in myinvolvement with a long term working-class community in the inner
city area. In our situation many of those within the church are culturally
quite different to those in the community,

A Preliminary Step: Find out about the Community

Some people in your congregation may have valuable experience of the
community from their work, friendships or a lifetime of residing in the
area. You can also get yourself some statistics on ages, income, nationalities,
length of residence and so on from your local Council or central church
offices. Match these up against your congregation. Are all nationalities of
your area represented in your church?Is the age profile of your church like
that in your community?
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Fairs and childen’s activities can provide
entry points into the life of
acommunity.
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Other ways of getting to know your community are to walk, look and
listen. Chat to shopkeepers, workmen or people at the bus stop. It is
particularly important to talk to those on the fringe of community life, the
minorities, the social misfits, the poor, the shut-ins, those who are hurting,
as these people were the ones Jesus sought out. Your first step is to listen,

As you listen to people you will not only get a picture of your community
but hints as to the barriers which may exist between your congregation and
your community. Becoming aware of the barriers is the first step towards
removing them. When you realize you have no single mothers in your
church you may need to ponder whether we are givin‘g a message that our
church is only for two parent families. How do we inadvertently give this
message? How can we change this? The ideas will start to flow.

Finding out basic information about your community is an important
starting point. Yet too it is a continuing process. At all times we need to try
to be aware of what is going on around us as we become more deeply
involved. ‘

Principle 1: Be “Alongside” People

Jesus had no more ‘earthly’ powers or status than those around Him; He
had ‘emptied Himself' (Philippians 2:7) when he lived amongst us. Yet so
often we seek to be in a position of power or security or control when we get
involved with our community. For example we plan a programme of
outreach with a beginning and end and with tight limits on what it will
require of us, rather than simply sharing our lives, our weekend activities
or our homes as individuals. :

We et up organizations to help the needy rather thantake them home to
have a meal with us. We it in our church buildings using all sorts of carrots
to attract people in, often because we are afraid of moving out of our own
territory. Our attitude needs to be one of getting ‘alongside’ rather than
‘standing over’ or *hiding behind’ or ‘keeping at an arm’s distance’,

We can get alongside people by mixing with people at the local school or
playgroup, joining a community club or residents’ group. It is impossible
to be alongside people if we are so busy with church commitments that we
never meet anyone outside the church. '

Perhaps a good model for us here is the little Brothers of Jesus, an order
of Catholic priests working amongst the poor in various cities of the world,
They always take jobs in the factories “alongside” the poor of their parish,
and live in similar conditions to them. This is the form their mission takes,
They then share the same frustrations and pressures, and can speak about
the concerns of their parishioners with real understanding,

Part of being alongside is:

Principle 2: Allow Ourselves to be Vulnerable

Whether it be preparing your group to set up a community service or
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preparing yourself for welcoming neighbours into your home, don't
assume you must ‘always put on the best show' in order to reach people
with your message or your caring,

If we only allow people to see our strengths we will prevent sharing
about struggles; people will think Christians don’t have problems and that
they never fail. This can be very alienating and dishonest. In fact we need to
go further than this if peoplein the community have little education or few
material resources, It is important then to actively seek out and affirm their
other gifts and talents and to consult them on ideas. Our valuing of what

they have to offer may be the first step for them in experiencing that God
values them.

Sometimes it is only when we are stripped of earthly resources such as
money, church buildings or a talented team that we are forced to rely on
our God. This kind of vulnerability often helps us discover spiritual and

other resources we did not know existed in ourselves or in the community
around us.

One of the most encouraging churches I have visited was in a very poor
housing estate in Liverpool, England. The physical environment was so
bad the Council was razing it to the ground and starting again. Yet in that
place where many ministers had said there was no hope fora congregation,
after only 6 years I found a vibrant, gutsy and committed church where
almost everyone was a tr:nant of the low-income housing estate. The
minister had gone in wit only his wife and 7 children (including 3 who
were adopted) and from the start called pn the local people for help. The
minister and his wife cried on their neighbours’ shoulders when they had
problems with the kids, they called on them to help start playgroups for
mothers and they even employed a long-t‘f:rm unemployed young man as a
youth worker. Barriers were instantly broken down, there was no “them”
and “us” and in the process their message was communicated and many
joined the church. That story has a happy ending, as the minister has a
long-term commitment and as the leadership of the church is continually
being handed over to new:local Christiar‘w.

This brings us to anothqr principle for community invovlement; —

Principle 3: Involve Local Leadership

(This is particularly important in a context where the majority of
church-goersiare from different backgrounds to the majority of residents).

Just as Jesus entrusted the often doubting disciples with His message the

ask locals abdgt th«; community. You wili get valuable feedback and you
will start building links and opportunities for dialogue about faith,

From the beginning qf ybur outreach have ideas on how you will hand
over more and more decision makingto locals. It will mean your outreach
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