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Buiding the Urban Parish

If there is one word that best describes the consequences of twentieth
century urbanisation, it must be ‘alienation’. Those caught up in it have
become alienated from the soil, alienated from the home, alienated from
the centres of power and alienated from the church. The church, with one
or two exceptions, has never accommodated itself to the urban situation
and yet it was in the urban situation that the early church recorded some
distinctive successes. Nobody could be more ‘alienated’ than the vagrant in
Rome, the docker in Corinth or the factory worker in Ephesus. Yet they,
and others like them, came in from the cold and found warmth and
fellowship in those early Christian communities. But they found more — a
vision of cities transformed and people humanised by the power of the
Gospel. There is a dream that in the thick of the life of our cities we can
know right relationships between people and with God.

It is with this basic conviction that a minister launches out on a voyage of
discovery. Armed with a call and a dream, he ventures into the unknown,
As he seeks to serve in churches bent solely on survival, he must have a
clear sense of direction ih order to build his ministry. It is this and its
working out that are the purposes of this article. '

Our role in ministry is to build up the church. There are some who have
the gifts of a pioneer evangelist, to bring the church into being under God,
and there are places in the urban world where unreached people require
such a ministry. But the majarity of churches require the pastor/teacher
who knows where he’s going. And a large part of his vision is filled with the
church God has called him to serve.

A Sense of Direction

A primary focus in God’s plan and purpose for the world is the building
of the church. Itisthe place where God's glory will be seen and Hisjoy and
love experienced (John 17:10, 13, 26). Not only did Jesus promise that He
would build his church, but that the building was to take place on a
worldwide scale and throughout every strata of society (Matthew 16:18,
28:19). So the task of the iﬁdividua] clergy in an urban parish is to build a
church right there. Its locality may be defined, its sense of identification
may be encouraged, its commitment to a neighbourhood becomes a
legitimate concern and its life style adapted to match the local culture. We
must be faithful and true to the historic Christian Faith and its setting
within New Testament timés, but our task is to interpret the FaitH and its
practice for our own times and in our own urban situation. What is the
Gospel for the city dweller and what will the urban church look like?
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David Sheppard wrote “The Church which will make Jesus Christ and
His claims a serious adult proposition will need to have at least four
characteristics: a Church of and for the area, a believing and worshipping
Church, a common life providing unjudging and thought-provoking
fellowship and local leaders and decision makers”, (Built as a City).

The Foundations for Ministry

Along with a sense of direction, the minister requires some essentials
which will form him and his approach to ministry.

There is firstly the model of ministry. Close c:gamination qf Jesus’
Commission to the disciples shows that preaching, converting and
teaching have an important part to play.

But behind John's account of the Commission in John 20:21 lie two
fundamentals that can often be overlooked. When Jesus, in his prayer-
statement, commissioned His disciples, He said, “As the Father has sent
me, evenso Isend you.” The model of our ministry was to be precisely and
deliberately the same as His. So to'understand ours we must understand
His. Some aspects of His ministry were clearly unique — He came to be the
Saviour of the world and we are not saviours. But in a more general sense
came to serve. His significant woids in declaring Himself at Caesarea

Philippi brought together two Old Testament pictures of the Megsigh.
“The Son of Man. .. came not to be'served, but to serve and to give His life
as a ransom for many.” (Mark 10:45).
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Underlying the sacrifice of His own life was an attitude of service, “I am
amongyou as one who serves”, He asserted, and His words and deeds bore
that out, He proclaimed the 800d news of the Kingdom of God, how it
would come, what it would be like, how it could be entered and how it
could be spread. His deeds were the teaching in practice. He fed the
hungry, healed the sick, comforted the sad, washed dirty feet and brought
dead back to life. So service must characterise the church’s ministry too. A
lack of concern about status, humility in mind and the appearance of
service are the lessons Paul draws from the example of Christ’s ministry
(Phil, Z:S-i 1). How far removed the modern church has been when it has
cultivated exclusive relationships with the wealthy and powerful, arrogantly
asserted its rights and privileges and made selfish demands on society to
maintain its position and influence.

The second quality about Jesus’ ministry is that in order to serve He
came into the world. He left behind His glory and limited Himself in time
and space, in humanity and culture. He became one of us experiencing the
full range of our weaknesses, temptations and sufferings. He came to
where we are. And now He sends us too ‘into the world'.

Just as ﬁ{e identifiéd fully with us (yet without sinning) so we are to
identify fully with those we serve (yet without losing our Christian
identity), Here the principle of the Incarnation forms our ministry, John
Stott writes “It comes'more naturally to us to shout the Gospel at people
from a distance than to involve ourselves deeply in their lives, to think
ourselves into their culture and their problems, and to feel with them in
their pains”, (Christian Mission in the Modern World). But this is the place
from which we can best influence, We begin to see life and experience the
world from where they are. And it will be very different. As the Lausanne
Covenant states: “We affirm that Christ sends his redeemed people into the
world as the Father sent him, and that this calls for a similar deep and
costly penetration of the world”, Here then is the model of Jesus’ ministry.

The second essential'that forms us and our ministry in an urban parish is
the biblical'teaching on the church. The building of the church in urban
areas is based on the rédiscovery that the church is the people of God, on
the move, gifted by God, a community of believers, close enough to be a
family, experiencing the deep joy of God’s new life, developing a common

life marked by poverty, generosity and suffering, rather than wealth,
selfishness or power.

Ifitis true that our cities today are marked by alienatior, the results are
seen in lonkliness, insignificance, apathy, violence, hatred, suspicion,
selfishness and despair. This is the very opposite of the community life
planned forus by God -~ a life marked by love, unity and service as seen in
the local church. The non-judgemental nature of the local church, a soft of
‘Sinners Anbnymous’, needs to be asserted particularly. Bruce Kendrick
writes in ‘Come Out the Wilderness”, — “Judgement seemed to be the
traditional church’s first word in East Harlem. It almost seemed as if the
first concern was not to bring the lost sheep home, but to keep the lost










