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1. Introduction

Perhaps you are living and working in an ‘edgy’ place; perhaps
you have been sensing God'’s call to the so-called ‘margins’;
perhaps that sense of having been marginalised is one you live

with; or perhaps you are seeking to support
those following God ‘at the edges’. In any of
these cases, this report is written to you. It
is an invitation to see through others’ eyes
what the Spirit is doing in these remarka-
ble spaces of ordinary life. Our hope is that
through the letters we have written to each
research site in this report you will hear the
stories of the learning there and be drawn to
a new imagining of what it means to be ‘at
the edges’, discovering faith there. Through
these sites we think you will find resources
and encouragement to notice in fresh ways
how God is at work.

As many working in community development
have been at pains to point out over many
years, the ‘edges’ and ‘margins’ don't just
need attention because there are many
needs - in the language of asset-based
community development, ‘the things that are
wrong’ — but they need attention because

here there is life; there are gifts, skills and brilliant people -

“This project tells
the story of what
we found when
we went looking
for what could be
learnt about faith
from turning to
the edges”

‘things that are strong’. This project is a vibrant example of the  ‘edgy faith'.

strength, life and indeed love, which is found in these ‘edgy’
places. All the sites in this project showed not just that there
was good in these edgy places but also that God was present

and at work. This project tells the story of what
we found when we went looking for what
could be learnt about faith from turning to
the edges - the places research projects
often miss. We didn't go looking for what
was wrong, for the needs and struggles,
although we did hear about many of those,
but we went looking for the wisdom, the
life, the things that churches and Christians
needed to hear about church, the world,
life and about faith. As you might expect
from a project which explores ‘edgy faith’
and ‘edgy learning’ in a variety of ‘edgy
places’ this report does not attempt to give
a single story, or a series of simple insights.
Rather, through letters written to each site, it
attempts to surface the wisdom discovered
and hear the reflective conversations which
went on, as we, the researchers from the
University of Roehampton and the St Peter’s
Saltley Trust, spent time in conversation
with the sites, working as co-researchers,

planning, listening, reflecting and learning together about
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2. Project Summary

The project builds on two pieces of work. One is a theolog- [NEEiEelelaNaEEidlale ROl -1IRd o 1=Ne] Elalal=le NIIS{={alla e AWK o101}
ical action research project carried out by James and Clare [BWERWYelllleNeE dalsIelel=idalTRieNT<Ii (Sl le]a Ao EIRYY/ N aF-To Nal=r-]de B
looking at the grassroots experience of faith and learning [SilEAVAlRNIale/\le IV E[R=EIaalSnial=Nele= 1 Ki=FlaaN i felaa R s IoRS{[¥=R-TaTe|
in the Methodist Church in Britain, which has been written [RagleRS IS IA LSl [Sleiel i<l il ol fol (=N aal=Ie il ale Riole [ d a[SI R[S
up as the book Christian Faith and Christian Learning.! The RdalERSIa\EIE A= laal=Talo NoTor RN <liSloioldin=Capl- NN o [<TaY a1
second is the work done by the Saltley Trust looking at What [SelSIaellai® [CEIdallalek

Helps Disciples Grow?.?2 We noticed overlap in both the ques-
tions being asked and the kinds of findings being discovered
around Christian learning, which we wanted to explore further.
A project of partnership was developed between James and

Clare, from the University of Roehampton, and lan Jones from The typlcal TepOTt appanCh...
the Saltley Trust, to build on these insights. assumes that knowledge

What we had discovered in the earlier project published as iS beSt Communicated as
Christian Faith and Christian Learning was that much of the generahsed ﬁndings...but one

learning for faith takes place in the peripheries of the formal )
patterns of the life of the church - in the incidental and infor- of the key thlngs we learnt
mal conversations, in the life events and in moments of life, from thlS edgy leaming project

both big and small. Given that much of this research had been : !
done with what might be considered typical church groups, was about pal’tlcularl‘[y_"
we wondered what a more purposeful turn to the peripheries
might reveal. What Helps Disciples Grow? had also

tended to focus on the more traditional churches and
congregations, and the Saltley Trust were also keen

to broaden their understanding to take into account
experiences in less traditional groups.

We decided that we wanted to focus in on different
experiences of what we came to call ‘edginess’. In a
realisation that edges, marginality and peripheries
can all be used pejoratively, and that something being
at the centre or edges is a matter of perspective, we
were keen to not label, or fall into a trap of seeing
edges as somehow fixed or inevitable. Groups were
asked to self-identify based on their experience of
being marginalised or made to feel ‘edgy’, and we
always had in mind that the project might challenge
this language of edges and what it means to be edgy,
rather than embed it.

Following the pattern of work on Christian Faith and
Christian Learning, we followed a theological action
research approach working with seven different sites
which identified themselves as ‘edgy’. This might be
edgy in relation to church, such as pioneering and
fresh expressions, socio-economically edgy, or edgy in
other ways such as sexuality, race and ability/disability.
Following theological action research’'s commitment
to collaborative research, we worked with each site to
co-design its own mini project with a research ques-
tion or focus and a means for listening and reflecting
around those themes. Some sites chose more tra-
ditional means around interviews and focus groups,
and we engaged in a number of activities of partici-
pant observation. However, it also became clear that
to hear the voices in these edgy spaces we would
also need some more creative means of engaging.

We turned to the use of workshops and open space L‘

talking with people from the different research sites, 5?Act &
often mediated by doing an activity together, such RL f B LDM(I J N 6]
it was the members of the local site team who did

. I

ILLING To TAKE R]SKS EXPERIMIEN |
conversations as one means of hearing these voices, MPOW{R ING /06’0/92 { OPE/L.(/\{ [55 /01{/% R/\/
with James and lan spending time listening to and
as producing a timeline or adding post-it notes to a
sheet in response to a question. In a couple of sites BUH-DJNG CDMMUN,T?{ h
much of the listening, having informal conversations N Wi H H
with people they were connecting with and reflect- OUEN E)// 6 T FEOP [‘t FOR p‘UL
ing back on those conversations with us in recorded

Bllybrii'2 g

Image by Bill Crooks
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3. The Edgy Letters

There is always a challenge in writing up a project like this
around how it can be shared most helpfully and invitingly. A
report’ is what is expected of a research project, which can
be boiled down to an executive summary and some key rec-
ommendations. These are helpful to an extent, and indeed we
have done some of that in putting together this account of
the project, but we were aware of the fact that such a typical
write-up couldn’t do justice to the experience of going on this
journey of listening, learning and conversation with each site
that we have worked with. The connections with the people
in the teams and the participants we had met felt personal,
and in sharing this project we wanted to find a way to offer
that more personal connection.

‘

Two key features of theological action research are that it is
about collaboration with the site we are looking at, and that
it is about a continuing conversation. In our collaboration, the

Image by Bill Crooks

research ‘results’ are as much about the learning within the site
as they are of making broader theological connections from
the sites. It is also important that the any learning identified is
never the final word, but always part of a bigger conversation
of exploration and discernment, because, after all, that is what
faith in God is about: a journey towards God and with God.

We have settled on a format of writing letters as a different
mode of communicating our research and learning. By writing
letters primarily to each site, but aware that others are going
to be listening in, we hope there is a focus on the learning
and experience of each site, whilst at the same time opening
windows into the wider learning about faith in edgy places. The
problem with the typical report approach is that it assumes
that knowledge is best coommunicated as generalised find-
ings and learning; but one of the key things we learnt from
this edgy learning project was about particularity. Each site,
working in a particular context, was the way it was because
of these people, this place and the particular issues,
challenges, gifts and joys that were present. By using
letters to the sites, we hope we can portray this
more situated and localised sense of knowledge
and wisdom, which is made sense of in the actual
lives of people as they live their lives together. We
hope that this might be a more engaging way
of relaying what we saw and heard, and there-
fore also act as an invitation for you, the reader,
to continue the conversation — perhaps with us,
with others around you, or perhaps going off to
meet some people experiencing some sense of
edginess and seeing what you can learn together.

As suggested in the previous paragraph, each
letter is written primarily with the site in mind.
They are written by James, one of the researchers
on the project who spend time with each of the
seven sites. All sites and participants have been
given pseudonyms to protect their identity. The
only exception is Missio Africanus, who wanted to
be named, and so in their site only focus group
participants were given pseudonyms. Included
alongside the letter are some extracts from the
interviews, focus groups and other conversations,
shown as sticky notes, to add to the insights within
the letters and to make sure the voices from
the sites are more vividly heard. After each letter
we also offer a short summary of the key learn-
ing from each site. This learning is then pulled
together in a section which offers a summary of
the key theological insights emerging, which we
will continue to build on through other writing
and publication. The report concludes with lan's
and Clare's reflections on this learning.

e the \etters
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3.1 Next Steps

Next Steps is an organisation working with prison leavers,
offering housing and support to help them to transition back
into society after prison. It has a strong Christian basis and
many, although not all, of the staff are committed Christians.
They meet regularly for prayer and see that as at the heart of
what they do. Connecting with local churches and involving

Dear Next Sfeps Team,

telling of the way that the clients had a sense of beiongin
the c?ieni's. That first discussion around the big table in +‘7-

a 9ood number of clients.

en

nect with some of the ways we imagine fai

and life bein permanent
heard how i? was a hope

finding their way back into socie y and ﬁ'nding purpose.

ou

For example, often when

wi”power, parﬁcularig wi

[ have two parficulariy clear memories of our work Jrogefner. One is from our first mee’ring when we were struck that, as
we walked through the door of the offices, it was not immediafely clear who was a client and who was staff. This was
and ownership, and of the way staff and volunteers related to
e middle of the office seemed full of energ and passion, and so
many of the team spoke enihusiasﬁcaiig of the work and about the ceniraliiy of the Christian faith for the team and for

My second clear memory is when Clare and I came to visit your newlg taken-on, yei-fo-be-complefed premises righ’r at the

d of our research project with you. [ wondered where on earth we were going as the four-by-four took the turning off the
road, up the muddy track and started climbing the hill. This new buiiding is in such a beauﬁfuiy se’rﬁng, and again my memor
is of the passion o the team, which came through as we sat in that room fogefher ialking about what we had learned abouig
Next Sfeps over the duration of the prajecf an hearing your plans and ideas of the next sfage of the work.

When we began the work one of the key ?uesﬁons you were asking concerned the Waé’ you
e

were a discipling community. I think this funed us in quite early on to how you saw t ing and we
work you did, and how you were setting an environment where clients and volunteers were ugut we keeP go; and there
able to encounter Giod and to grow in ﬂieir faith. The fact that in that first meeting you Keep 9°‘“9‘ a%g door of into
also emphasised the "ups—and—downs" of the recovery journey, as prison—ieavers seei to be is this ".aV: Vc ch, into the .
rein’regrafed with society, also pointed to something which was going to be important for the prison, In , but we, W

roject. The conversations that Ian had with the clients and with ofher peopie connected to

Next Sfeps brough?L this out more cleariy. [+ was Anne, one of the church leaders, who talked despit “Q.;V;’sme'
about the 'revolving door’ of the prison, where peopie come out of prison, make a fresh start, So;ke sure th t there !
re-offend, return 1?0 prison, and the cycle seems to continue. For me, this emerging story of ups :;me doorway open
and downs, the revolving door, and the slow, gradual and cyclical journey that so many of the hurch Leader]

g : : 1 : ilhe discon ‘Anna.c

clients seemed to go on, revealed somethin imporfani' about fhejourney of faith and
gh and conversion. This story of 'going sfraighi' but
then fa”ing back into old patterns and returning to prison mighf not immediai‘ely strike peo le as
hopefu/, and it is certainly more compiex than some stories told around faith - of meefing j}esus
/y turned around - that some churches point to. However, the more we listened, the more we
?ul sfory of peopie finding meaning, purpose, friends and, in some cases, Christian faith. I+ was
a hopefui s‘rory because refurning to prison was not seen simpig as failure but another s’rep on a iong journey of peopie

One thing [ think I will always remember about our work fogefher was how imporfanf prayer was to you. Inferesﬁngly,
this didn't come out so much in the interviews but in the conversation we had reflecting back on what we had heard
from clients and others. In arﬁcuiaﬁng what it was that was distinctive about Next eps, prayer was a clear way you
seemed to answer that. In our conversations you named prayer as your "primary work " and the “first and foremost act”

ou had. For us, exploring the place of faith in edgg spaces, this was one of the most important elements we learnt from
you all at Next Si'eps. [+ 'was inspiring to hear how you felt the reguiar dam prayer meetings set the tone for everyfhing
else you did, and it was clear you emphasised God ag the heart of all your work.”We were also fascinated by the way

i?nked your openness in, and passion for, your work to the time you spend in prayer and how prayer ha heiped you

0 become more open to the clients and to walk alongside them.

What we, as the Roenampfon team, heard in your discussion of prayer was the ways in which you recognised God's agency
and talked about how God was at work in the work of Next Si'eps. e felt that the way you f‘j
God was at work in that rayer, gave you a way of expressin how God was at work in"the midst of your work with clients.
faiking a%ouiL prison-leavers, and addicts, you hear peopie say that ihey need
to change themselves - 'puH themselves up by their boofsfraps' - but what working with you all"at Next Sfeps showed us
was that this approach was deeply flawed. While you expecfed clients to show a desire and wi”ingness to change, and to
take some responsibiiify, ou also showed us that no one can reaily do that by themselves. People can't simpiy go strai ht by
nyen fhey are sfruggiing with addiction or have been victims of abuse. \f/)\/

a number of staff and volunteers, they seek to provide a level
of support and structure that helps prison leavers to find their
way into better patterns and ways of life. There is a strong
emphasis on the prison leavers finding opportunities to ‘give
back’ through volunteering and getting involved in a variety
of courses and activities.

alked about prayer, and how
to take responsibiiiiy

hat we saw in Next S eps




[Reece]

311

Individual agency for personal change is discovered and
exercised in the middle of a community of boundaries,
graces, and forgiveness.

The activity of Christian work depends on the foundations
of the Holy Spirit's agency, encountered and participated

“l come here
I was here fo
basically, for
I moved with

was how, once people had made a decision fo seek to change, the community within Next Sfeps - the staff and volunteer
team, and the relaﬁonships in the parﬁcular houses - became one that helped people to discover the agency to change. I+
was powerful to hear this from the clients themselves, such as James who talked about the impor’rance for him of "giving
somefhing back”, fnrough the volunteering, and Danny who described how he had realised that "helping other peo le, that's
what keeps me strong in my recovery qur us, we saw para”els with some of the ways in which Jesus responded to those
written off by the rest of socie’ry: for example, when most of the crowd seemed to be fe”ing Bartimaeus (/V\ark IO) to shut
up, Jesus invited him over and asked him, "What do you want me to do for you?" We saw you giving this agency in the
ways in which everyone - staff, volunteers, and ch’em‘z - was allowed to speak in the times of reading the Bible ?ogefner,
were encouraged to volunteer, and were 9iven responsibilHy and choices.

What has also been great is discovering foge’rher the ways of aufhenﬁca”y naming faith within the Next Sfeps. In the
Roehampfon team we had picked up the !angua e of middleman used y one of the clients to describe Next
Sfeps; but it was reall he? ful how you pushed back against that in our meetin feeling
it didn't quite work. [ Toved how fhrough the conversation we had some new megaphors
emerge around being a catalyst, an infercessor and an accompanier. For us, these words
were a real giH, which seemed to be a way to name your distinctives - the ways in
which you praged, supporfed, advocated and broughf change - and fhey could also be
recogm’sed as naming the Holy SpirH"s work amongsf you as the ca’ra’ysf of new Hn'ngs,
as the one who intercedes for you and the clients, and the one who accompanies you and
the clients. What [ loved abou? this was the way it allowed faith to be named within Next
S’reps, rooted in the way in which you saw faith as fundamental to what you did rather
merel having a sense that being ghrisﬁan made Next Sfeps like any organisation but

with value added'.

about a year ago,
rayear. | left,

a couple of months,
my family, endeq

These mefaphors seemed to give ways to help name faith as part of the foundation of your
work. For example, Joel, a c?iem‘, talked about how the staff wouldn't “let you off, bu?
they'll give you a second chance”. We saw deep resonances between a “place of second
chances” and ideas of grace and forgiveness. /ﬁs a team we discussed how the rules allowed

ou to create “unforced spaces of/for grace" where clients knew f%e limits but were able to find their own place in a way
hat H)ey named as different from other organisa‘rions. Par‘ricular’y signiﬁ’canf here was the clients being allowed to come
and spend time in the office. It was a "place to hang out” where love and care were experienced. We also saw how it
was a place of being “raw, real and blunt”, where cl?em‘s were encouraged to draw on the ancient wisdom of the Bible as

they navigated the challenges they faced. - =
Y ‘&“v' :e:_.‘ AN

P

If [ had to sum up the giﬂ of this site to the project, it would be in those two insighfs: {‘3

How agency doesn't primaril come from within the individual but is discovered
and exercised in the midst ofya community which brings boundaries and offers
grace and forgiveness;

and how faith can be named fhrough the ways in which it is lived out and in which
God is experienced, rather than as values wf?icn we fry to enact.

As we carried on to work with other sites, the insights about naming faith, and the ways
you lived out the recogniﬁon of God's a ency and guman agenc working Jrogei‘her, he/ped

us to tune info similar fhings in those p%ces too. We were reaﬁy encouraged by the way you
have picked up the three words we named - ccn‘alysf, intercessor, accompanier - and begun
to think how that can nelp others from the faith sector to en age with prisoners and prison—leavers.
We are keen to help and support if we can. The questions [ think we are left with are about how you share what you have
more widely. The rich understanding of prayer as foundational to what you do, the ways you continue to nelp churches to
engage with those who are vulnerable in deep, meaningful and safe ways - all this and 511}1%: language you are shaping for your
experiences are great giﬂ‘s for the wider church and society.

Thank you for the love, work and time you pwL into doing this with us. It was a privi’ege to work with you and to meet

co”eagues and clients.

James

Key Insights and Questions:

There are ‘ordinary’ and powerful practice of faith being
named through the grounded day-to-day experience,
linked to prayer and scripture.

How can these distinctive practices and insights be shared
more widely?

in through making prayer the central work.

Edgy Learning: Watkins, Butler and Jones



3.2 The Community Hub

The Community Hub is a hub of different projects and activi-  youth group. We worked with a small team made up of staff
ties around youth work, community café/drop-in, food pantry  and a trustee to carry out the research, which involved a series
and other local, community-focused activities. It is based inan  of interviews and a focus group with key people, along with a
urban estate on the edges of Birmingham. The leader, Graham,  wider open space conversation engaging with those connected
and his wife Hannah moved to the area over twenty yearsago.  with the Community Hub and based around developing a
They moved with a team seeking to be church in the localarea  timeline of the work.

but later the team withdrew, leaving only Graham and Hannah

and their family. Since then Graham has been ordained as a

Baptist minister. Many of those now working and volunteer-

ing within the Community Hub were at one point part of the

Dear Graham and the Commum"ly Hub Team,

As I look back on our time working with you all at the Community Hub, there are ’rhings I'm pleased with and rea”y
enjoyed, and some Hn’ngs [ think we could have done better together, in light of what we learnt together and the wider
experience of the project. I rea”y enjo ed coming to visit and ?ehL very af%ome at the Communh‘y E1"ub. There

were things which felt rea”y familiar fyo me having been involved in some similar ’rhings

mlysehc. ere was a warm welcoming a’rmosphere, and it was clear to me that it was a

ace used to welcoming strangers into its midst. We joined you at a time of transition home, and
f think, as the food pantry moved from the building we visited in the residential street uyou'd be at essing about
at the heart of the estate to a different premises.” It was fun to see the transformation you'll be St: come here ane
take place to the main room downstairs over a few visits as it developed into a hospitable things- ngery' everybody's
and flexible café space. [ quess my regrets come from the ways in which we stru 9led “'s'.“kf:m"\y, SO ou'Ve,9°
to find ways to listen and%earn from Those who attend the Community Hub. We ga”(ed a:;? support. You dor\n'fmg
quite a lof about this when we did the planning, and we had some good ideas about how tfe ol like you're burde
o gafher people and how to have the conversations. In fact, it was because of those | someb°dy"'"

conversations that we came up with what we called "open space conversations”, which
were opportunities to talk around some sort of activity. Desph‘e all of this, [ think there

were probab/y ways that we could have designed the process of Iisfening and reﬂecﬁng to

‘Amanda\

be more in keeping with the Community Hub"and draw more people into those reflections. _ w
We've learnt quite a lot about adapting the process of research over the course of this Well, | thing this j

i d [ 'think had we come ﬁ) ou later in the project we would have probably had more ideas found me, | gigy2oP
project, an J;L proj 2 y it. Lik didn’t fing
of how we could have designed somefhing different. Vocar T Wanna g5y o

it d:et'°f'1 but.,

It was greoﬁL to have opporfuniﬁes to ge’r to meet and talk with a variefy of peop’e from the absolust:,t fe .
Community Hub. The open space conversations day when we all gathered to eat pizzas from [Ruth Y love jt.»
the pizza oven and then added to the Communh‘y fglub Timeline was a particular highlight. It ]

was rea”g fun to see the ways in which people had connected and grown with the
Communify Hub over the time - noting how many times, for
example, people who started out as part of the youfh group,

‘Zi]‘t’en last wee Ruth were now involved helping run it, or coming along to the activities for parents.

© Me after g, came

:Z’s&thc{ught shomceigz%y i ’ The main question +haquou asked as a team at the beginning of the project was:

S edin The Com o “What happens at the Community Hub?" and the response we landed on together, |
he sajq q Munity 4 b PP 2 9
ommunj S he alloweq ip, Th = think, was that life happens at the Community Hub. I remember how we had a laugh

back inyr pp, :Ub, You let h,-me in the reflector meeﬁng about the fact that one of the transcripts from the focus

I said tha, That'sa'f’v ‘Well, yeah group was interrup ed by a voice asking who wanted paninis for lunch. It quicklg
be a space fors f"?e' e want ecame clear that the C?)mmunh‘y Hub"was a gift to so many people; a place

ril eras"h Nd aboyt where fhey had grown in confidence, made deep friendship, received supporf when
Me and sajq, ‘Yeah € Came to they needed it, and found opportunities for developing their skills and gef’rin? into
"You're right, work. [t felt like real life because the good and encouraging stories were naturally

interwoven with the ones that were about sfr‘uggles, difficult times, fractured

friendships and fa”ings out.

;Z:j :oczzprtr:zg all péople we In lighf of this, I think it was reailrg powerful how the Communifg Hub always held
or

and forgivin ich more gracious open space for reconciliation and forgiveness. The witness that Graham offered of
; how to be patient, Iovin;? and forgivin in the midst of some very cha”enging situ-
[Graham] ations was really something, and this rubbed off on others. For me this was most




clearly seen in Ruth, who recognised that a different way of relaﬁng to one another was being offered at the Communify
Hub. quess some people mi ‘?f talk about this as being about Christian 'values', but [ think you saw it as somefhing
deeper. In our reflector mee?ing, you, Graham, talked about the "infenﬁona/ify of God" working ina place. From m
perspecﬁve you didn't see this as working out some 9ood moral and ethical ways of being that were valuable to all but
rather as signs that God loved and cared for this particular place. You pointed to ‘the miraculous’ Jrhings that you could
only put down to God being at work. These were fhings like the po/ice a”owing ou all to ga’rher young people on certain
mg%[; despife there being a curfew in the area, and people 9eHing issues aroung eviction sorted in twenty minutes when
it norma”y takes weeks and weeks. In similar ways fo what we saw in the Next Steps site, which worked with pris-
on-leavers, we saw that 2ou understood what you did as Christian because it was anuf being ina place where you saw

God working and named that Hvrough the stories and experiences you had.
[ think this was why it was so interesting to hear the wider reflection on faith in the
- Commum’fy Hub. There were rich accounts of God at work coming from your stories,
reI]ih?y respect yoy, - Oraham:gou had plem‘y of accounts of how you had had conversations with people
GVe?_\'/(:f?:s' Your fooq, your your I about God, about Hu'n?s transcendent and beyond ourselves, but it seemed less common
A 1l:ng. fyou wear 5 \,, for those stories of faith and Giod fo happen more widely in the community. I think
You dopy Y. feSPect you, i far | this was something you lamented in some ways, as
t wear jt, the I you told us about ghe struggles to get those
Y respect 4 99 9

"We“y h
prothe
rather

[Anton‘

t .‘t,

e stuck @ .

r. He stuck at it
than go nowhere:
ay to him. But:

€rson r, at various times over the life

espect. | Conversations goin . t
Yyou S - rtan
. It's rl?ae 't wants to of the Community ;zfub. [t was clear to us that “| think |tsVeT): m‘gﬁ it gives,
Y, Yeanh, ji's, it's | when the question of faith was brought up. people s because, UM ength
m happ th | . E Graham the str
Y there » | minds went to Graham and the work you have done. um, gth and the

{laughs], the stren

| It was nice to hear Anton’s reflections of how your {tment to sti

ck with us

| isth d willi to stick d had'b commi e . ! ou can
I persistence and willingness to stick around had been _Like, ‘cos you .
[ noticed, parﬁcularly in light of some of the Hn'ngs the E‘,:;%?:}a. c:h, you can |ma?1ler}i
kgoung people did to you fo try and get rid of you, like it's been hard. He's bigfnhe
icking down your door for fun. The fact that faith for like... [1 50 1 think |

i d
weren't sO compassionate an

was seen as bein synon-  ymous with you was owerful, but it also raised some 0
didn't pbelieve..

uestions for us. T hese were around why it was that others hadn't found the kind of
?ah‘h you had and why conversations about this had proved so difficult for you and

others.

So, | thi

When we talked about faith with some peop!e who attended, fhey saw faith as a/igned with i
Nna t

idenﬁfy. Peop!e saw themselves as Christians or Muslims at least in part because they had

rown up in Christian or Muslim families, with all that this su gesfed about ethnic idem‘Hy. 't:s'to be with each other .
?his meant that when we talked about faith to people, the ﬁ'rswgreacﬁon was that faith d: S Vvery...1don’t know how to
didn't matter at the Communify Hub because everyone was welcome. This reading of faith, ca,‘:ir,',be It though. | wanna say
which came up in other sites too, primaril saw faith in private ways and was worried i ’
about the fenﬁa”y divisive nature of faith. But then faith was aon seen as imporfanf [Ruth]

0
too in fhmfpeo le wanted Graham to dedicate their child, marry them or lead funerals
of loved ones. rpguess our question was what it mighf mean for%ah‘h conversations to
happen meaningfu” beyond immediate connection to Graham? [t
has clearly been a%ar environment for you, where faith has often been a difficult and unwelcome
thing to falk about, and the fact that these conversations still seemed to occur in certain ways is
deﬁ%i’re’y something to celebrate. As a team we saw resonances with the stories of missionaries
from centuries pas? who were fai’rhfu”y pr‘esemL in communities with little sign of Christian faith
fakir;g root, and wondered if there were Hn'ngs that could be an encouragement and wisdom to draw

<o fair P . on. For example, one of the Hu‘ngs that the missionaries did was to have a regular service, which -
um, yeah, he We"; and while it mighf only be them presemL - was itself a witness. We wondered if anyfhing like that was
through his t:‘aan happening or might helpfu”y happen, at the Communh‘y Hub?

ribulations: .

We wondered, too, about the key role of leadership in unders’randing how Hn'ngs were passed

on. It was reall sfrikingjusf how many people in key aid and volunteer roles around the

Communifg Hub had come to the Community Hub as eenagers or as young parents in need
of help with young children. It was clear that you Zad been rea”y successful in passin on leadership
roles around the community in running the café, doing the youfhwork etc. and we reflected on whether ﬂvere mighf be
Hn'ngs here which would he? with ’rhinking about faif being passed on. With your plans to move on, Graham, it was
clear that there were people s‘repping info leadership roles and taking over the mantle from you, and we wondered
whether there might be someone to do this in a faith capacity too. hen we talked fogefher in the joint reflector
meeting, it was s?riking to us how much Joshua took an interest in the conversation about faith and the presence of faith
in the %ommunify Hub; and we wondered whether there were ways that conversation mighf deve’op.

For me, there were some rea”g imporfam‘ things I learnt from the Community Hub, and I'm very 9ra+eful to you all for
the opporfunify to spend time with and ge+ to %now some of you. One of the ?hings [ learnt was around the sgru les

to have faith conversations and the ways in which God may or may not be 9Iimpsed in the place. [t was clear thaf the
faithfulness of Graham and Hannah in ?)eing presen’r, consistent, sacrificial and forgiving had laged a huge role. [ think
we learnt a lot about how to listen in ‘ed laces, and what we experienced from Hn’ngs nofgoing as smoofhly as the
migh’r have at the Communify Hub beneﬁged other, later sites in the project. Working with you also raised questions that
we carried ’rhrough the prcy‘ecf at other sites, in parﬁcular the questions of how faith reaches articulation and how it is
passed on. It was great to see a number of you at our conversaiion day and I'm grafeful for how you brought a different
voice and opened up different conversations. Me 'd still like to find ways to work more fogefher, and it wou?d be great to

s’rag in touch. Thank you for evergfhing you broughf to the prcy‘ecf.

.1 don’t know. He

y \A_/?uldn't still be here,
nk.lt S very important.
€n, in the way he wants



3.21 Key Insights and Questions:

Listening and reflecting in edgy places requires bespoke
and distinctive practices and methods.

The ability to be inclusive in ways that transcend or dimin-
ish the experiences of separation along lines of religion
and ethnicity is a powerful gift and witness.

Growth in confidence, and experiences of friendship
and support have key places in the effective growing of
community at the Community Hub.

Is it important to enable a wider, more participative
naming and passing on of faith in the community? And,
if so, how might this be done?

When a founding Christian leader moves on from a
project like the Commmunity Hub, how is the specifically
faith leadership of the project to be maintained?

33 Connect

Based in a post-industrial town where much of the industry
that had previously provided jobs for many of the population
had closed down, Connect is a community centre/drop-in, con-
necting with and supporting a wide range of people locally.
Based on the High Street, it was originally set up by a church
who had had to move out of their church building because it
was unsafe. Run by Ed, who during the time of the research
was training to be ordained a Deacon in the Church of England,
Connect has an entrepreneurial feel. Ed’'s background was
as a business entrepreneur, and he brought those gifts and
skills together to develop a community centre that is highly
valued by those who attend. A variety of activities take place,
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including a café, hosting drop-ins with Citizens Advice, a food
bank, school uniform exchange, women'’s and men’s groups
and other activities including cycling trips. They also run a
Wednesday Worship involving a worshipping community of

around 20 people.




Dear Connect Team,

I remember the first day walking up to visit you with lan and the town not being what [ expecfed at all. I don't rea”y
know what [ had in mind, per‘haps somefhing sh'ghﬂy more like a sho ping streef in the middle of Birmingham. We walked
onto the High Street and there was a strange mix of a butchers an(fbakgers, which seemed to be doing qui’re well,
along with eHin? shops, pound shops and CZ)sed-up shop fronts. lan and I walked sfraighf

pas Connect, not even noﬁcing it, even +hough we were Iooking for signs. Once we

were inside, I just remember the busyness - people, and piles of items being sorted. 10 r'\te?few
That day fheré seemed to be quite ayfew peogle?n the ca&é area, and meef?ngs going “ Stozp;dwh'\ch P?‘andac\:a't
on next door. Of course, during the research you moved to the new premises across no:‘e‘e over. H said ou but
the road, which I'm sure is harder to miss as you walk down the High Street and has ‘\;zant o \nterrupt:y have
a much more spacious feel when you walk in. It is really great to see how things have | just wanted toui'\s is what
developed even over the time we aave been working with you and the ways in which a 100k 3"°‘{,n:;ou th
eople who have come have got more involved, taking on responsibility and becoming part it is about: et different
of the life of Connect. In fact, as I think back over ghe things we have learned together, table W |"?\or\ d eVeryOn:d
[ think the way people become part of the life and work of (q;onmamL is probably one of the C°“Ve.|:; away, laugh! geato\d
most signhcicaniL ’rhings which came out of our lis‘rening and reﬂec’ring ’rogefher. (::\?;3\“ themselve
[+ has been a huge privilege to work with you and to spend some time together. The
Wednesday wors%n'p group were parﬁcular‘% welcoming to me as [ came go listen and talk sis what it is all

to eople. As has been the case with a number of the edg roups we have worked with
in fhis project, there was always an element of un redicfagih'g in our work foge’rher, with 3 : >
focus roups, interviews and activities being pu”e fogefher a?fhe last minute. Similarly, in our ::ﬁ:gvelop'fnendshlps_
reﬂemg)r meeting we had people coming and going at various moments to deal with different —— t::rﬂz;::st?_:k ';olimd
things. It was s?rikin that in the last meeting we had, as we sat around the table together in el T — \./alje?)f
the middle of Connec?, [ was ’rhinking it was never qoin to work because everyone was oing Connect.”

to be consfanﬂg askin questions of you all and parﬁcu?arly of Ed and Carl. However, the [ames field notes]
reality was that people seemed to just get on with things around us. [ quess that also says

somewghing about how Hn'ngs have Jeveloped and peop/e %ave taken responsibi’i’rg. In realh‘y,
Hn'ngs didn 'fjusf revolve round Ed and Carl!

about. Everyone who comes
is able to meet with people

One of the phrases which arose out of our reflector team meeﬁng was that

To have Eq come o Connect was “the place where ‘they’ become ‘us™. It was so powerful to hear
Was serving soup, ke .S When | the ways in which people who had come along to Connect not only found meanin
own com,SOUP Kitchen, saig £ P f a01g oK oineg y : 9
come to St €t t0 know g andme and purpose but found a sense of belongmg and friendship. It was really inter-
loving arr’; Zyer. You know, pyt 5 esting to hear Ed’s reflections that each person who came changed Connect a bit.
i ome":' MY shoulder ang They were enabled to express their own interests and fo use their gifts and skills
0 some work f’; brother, come ang in ways that shaped the life of Connect. Ed rea”g highli hted this point for me: he
that's the_iourner L,‘S as well’, Ang commented that so many church people come to Connect to visit and think about
on that journey, t}cl; bWaS‘blessed to be whether they could do something similar, but he knew they were going to run into
t's a beautifyl» ¢ 2ve today. 5o prob/ems if they weren't wi”ing Zo be changed themselves.” This seemed to iden’rifg
e

a key element, that groups that rea”y foster belongin and collaboration need to
a!;'le to adhapf and change themselves in order to incluge and work with the People
who are there.

The ethos of Connect was, then, acfua”y changed by each new person, so [ found

it interesting how the conversation opened up o discussing how this ethos mighf be
passed on. What you all su gesfed, as a team, zas been such an important insi9h1L for the project about faith in edgy
places: ou said that the only way you could imagine Connect being reph’cafed was if someone came and spent time with
you, an their DNA became interwoven with the DNA of Connect.”In reaching for ways to describe this change in the
conversation, | remember we found ourselves using the language of 'marinading' to describe how people were changed
by spendin time in Connect. In terms of passing on the 9iffs of Connect, this was imagined as peo le bein changed by
bleing in qunnecf and then going and experiencing being changed by the people Hiey came into com[;c’r with in the new
place.

There were powerful accounts of change at Connect, and [ was rea”g impac’red by some of the stories [ heard. For
example we heard from E’yan:

Yeah. /‘\ugust so what's that four, five, six, seven months now. I never see myself as being off drugs for
seven months. [ mean, I haven't smoked, | haven't smoked cannabis since ['ve been in this area. I never rea”y,
rea”y fhoughf that I'd be anyfhin other than a petty criminal really. But yeah, ['ve left all that behind.
Now embracing the 9ood fhings H?af are on offer. Probably before the only time I'd have come in a place

like this was to rob it. But as [ say it is a rea”y good place and there's aifof of places that do help people.
Through God, which is 9ood.

[t was great to hear the way Eyan had found a sense of belonging and had been able to help and serve in that com-
munity. Will's story was also powerful, and it reminded us of some of the stories we had heard working with the roup
of prison—leavers earlier in the pro'ecf, about how Connect was a place where people found agency. Will told us agouf
iving something back” and how that gave a sense of "responsibilify and purpose". [ think what sf‘i‘uck us all was when
‘(}/\/iﬂ articulated that, “it was quite a natural thing to kind of 90 from coming along on a Wednesday afternoon to then
volunfeering and geﬁ‘ing more involved”. This is what was meant by "Hley become us " peop/e come along, find a sense of
belonging and purpose, and are able to contribute not just into the patterns that are set but in a way H?eir ideas, 91’Hs,




skills and wi”ingness are embraced. In fact, [ don't think it is just positive ifts, skills and ideas, the kinds of Hn'ngs ou
would want to welcome and embrace into such a roject, but also people's ?oibles and peculiariﬁes. [+ was rea”y sfriZing
to me how the Wednesda worship group were aE/e to be presen+ with someone who was reflecting on their brother's
death many years ago ang the way it was expressed with care and love, but also, it felt to me, in Zeeping with Jrhejoking
and banter which was so often present in the life of Connect.

Another Hn’ng which struck me was the natural way in which faith was explichL in the life of Connect. | know that some

fhoughf had gone into this, with images and words on the walls such as a question on the coffee bar which said, "If you

were having a coffee with Jesus today, what would he say to you?" and Bibles and crosses around the place. [ saw this

Eowerfu”y exprjssed by Lina, a /V\usgm, who used the space Fo offer support for families connected to Citizens Advice.
ina commented:

v

) ¢ A
. £t

it's not just on Wednesdays, when fhey talk about faith,
Chrisﬁanify, Bible, this is basica”y every single day. And
wherever you turn in the communi’rg you're going fo find
the Bible, you're oing to find a cross, you're going to
find a big wall, Iige you can put names and you can
pray for this person. So basica”y, those people, [ love

them because fhey love their reh’gion.

As a team, the ease at which Christian faith was Parf of the
environment and conversation seemed to be related to the ease
and openness of Connect as a whole. /\gain, we heard this from
Ryan in parﬁcular.

['ve never rea”y been a strong believer. But I'm not...
No... I'm not a non-believer, either. And Ed, he lets
me know that there is a Christian element there if
you want to seek it, but it's not, it's not shoved
down your throat.

! quess for me this ease of talking about faith at Connect is somefhing we have found ins, iring and somefhing that other
roups we have worked with would benefit from. It seems to be a ques‘rion many groups Eave and some’rhing that you
gave a found a way into quite nafura”y.

[t seems one of the big cha”enges for you is be inning to naviga’re life in Connect with Ed being ordained and being moved
elsewhere by the Church of England. Igreah'se ?his is not a small thing, and it was very clear how signhricamiL Ed was, and
his enfrepreneurial skills, to the life and success of Connect. [ hope that some of the ﬁn’ngs we ve talked about fogefher
in ourjourne can be of some help in your navigation of that: a confidence in being able to embrace new people and be
changed by ﬂvem while keepin an ethos of we[Zome, love and care: the abih'fy to ?ive on the edge of chaos without feeh’ng
the need to organise or formaqise H'n'ngs too much, but trusting that people will come and get involved: the everyday ease
in including fa#h in conversations and the surrounding space.

We've very much ery’oyed working with you and look forward to seeing how fhings develop.

3.31 Key Insights and questions

Being an inclusive and truly welcoming commmunity means
being one which changes with each new person who gets
involved, leading to their full belonging and participation:
‘they’ become ‘us’.

The only authentic way of replicating Connect is through
being changed by being part of the life of Connect,
‘marinaded’ in its ethos, sharing its DNA.

Including faith in our conversations is a matter of being
ordinary and at ease about it, a space equally at home
with human tragedy, and the banter and laughter of easy
friendship.
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How dependent is the community at Connect on its
founding, entrepreneurial leader? And what will be
needed to ensure effective and continuing leadership
that will support the distinctiveness of Connect?




3.4  Marketbury Methodist Church

In some senses, Marketbury Methodist Church is quite typical  is more like a shopfront just off the High Street. We were inter-
of many Methodist Churches in medium-sized towns: it has  ested in working with them to see how this move of building
a small committed commmunity, and is actively involved in its  had made a difference to them in ministry and faith.

local community, hosting things like Welcome Spaces, English

Classes, activities for children, and meals for those who are

retired. In another sense, it has developed its edginess because

it moved from its traditional Victorian building into space which

Dear Markefbury Methodist Church Team,

Despife the occasional unreliability of trains to get to you and the occasional need to finish fhejourney in a taxi or asking
for a lift, I have to say | fhorougaly ery’oyed my visits ?o /V\arke’rbury. Sure, the beautiful surroundings and fun market
town added to the experience, but it was the generous welcome ['ve received as ['ve turned up to visi? at various points
fhrough the project fﬁai rea”y stands out. This has included you putting me up for a nighf, and including me in various
meals and gafherin s - so, first of all, thank you. | a/ways ery’oyed my walk fhrough town from the station to ge’r to you,
passing the old Vic?orian building that you moved out of and arriving info your new, more shop-fronf like building,jusf"off
the main road in the centre of town. V\?hen [ shared some pictures of the new buiiding with our Roenampfon team before
any of them had come to visit, Jrheg remarked how appealin it looked, all freshig fitted-out. One other comment that
came from one member of our team was how many chairs ﬂiere were facing each other, encouraging people to engage
with one another. [ felt this rea”y capfured somef‘jning of your ethos as a c%rurch.

[ was rea”y struck how, when desi ning the building, you had Hioughf fhrough what it meant for it to be hospitable.
In renﬁng out the offices, and in a?lowing people to hire space for clubs and activities, you had Hvoughf aboufmaking
peop/e feel welcome and encouraging conversation and interactions. The fact that you supply tea, coffee and milk
seemed to be one important expression of this but not the only one. When [ spoke to someone who rented one of the
office spaces, it was clear ihafshe had experienced it as more than sim Iy hirin space and felt part of the day—fo—
day life of the building in a more expansive way. I quess, given some of the ini’en?ions in seHing up the space, it is not
surprising that two of the key themes which came fhroug were the parﬁcular welcome people had experienced and

the ways friendsnips had developed.
I'm rea”g 9rafeful for the ways in which you engaged with this project, even fhough [ know that at times it was cha”eng-

ing for you as a team. [ know there were differences of opinion wi hin the team re arding the value and urpose of the

work fogefher, so thank you for sﬁcking with it and for engaging in the way you id. There cerfainhj felf like some i'ricky

moments to navigate in fge conversations that ha pened and 1 know for some of you there was a feeling that

it could have been more fruitful with everyone puﬁ)ing in the same direction: but [ quess

that is the nature of working together on these H)ings, and [ hope what has come from

the project miginL offer some he;z)ful fhings as you seek to move forward as a church. g
uj |ove the ‘welcome 't

It was rea”y striking to me as [ started to have conversations with people who were hie ip and

coming to various ditferent groups and activities in the building how so many of them

recognised the same experience of welcome | had experienced in coming to visit. [ don't

feel Tike it is unusual for a church to describe itself as welcoming, and? think that might

be parﬁcularlg true of Methodist churches, but what was parﬁcularly sfriking was fZe - : ntribution i

stories people shared of being made welcome. | guess the person who most clearly stands . [Anonymous ee

out to me was /V\ary, who was in a wheelchair. Tt was powerful how she described that in workshopl

much of the town she is known as ‘the Iady in the wheerchair', but at the church, and to

pe?le from the church, she is simpi /V\ar‘y. [ saw the way in which people nafura”y moved

an adjusfed around her in the Jriginé’space as she came through, which fo me spoke rea”y

ciearly of the way she was very much part of the life of the ci?urch, and the space seemed

to almost flex around her to include her. You may also remember one of the times [ visited [ set up a little table with a

Iarge piece of paper for peopie to note down the things fhey treasure about the church. When /\/{()er came over to see

what [ was doing, her immediate reaction to seeing fge question was to point around the room and say, “Look around,

it's the people

| guess that the fact that people felt welcomed means that it shouldn't have been a surprise that friendship was named
so much through the workshop exercise, and in the interviews and focus groups. Pernaps the reason it was surprising
was because h?is qun‘e common to hear about churches as 'friendig p/aces', but it seemed to me, and indeed to the rest
of the team, that what people had found at the church was genuine friendship. This was es ecia”y true for many whose
more common experiences were of being isolated in the wider community, in one way or another.




[ found it fascinaﬁng that when we met fogefher at the end of the project one of the Hn’ngs ou wanted to talk about as
a team was whether the church community was "too comfortable”. As’I've alread mem‘ionedlf you have a Iovely building,
a warm welcome and good riendships, and so it was in’reres‘ring to hear you reﬂecﬁng on the ways in
which that mighf also hinder you in what you are doing. [ quess we arﬁcularlg drew
on the bit in one of the focus groups where Kirsfy talked a%ouiL neeJi)ng “a comfortable
place to be able to be uncomfortable”. I've reflected since on the ways in which you
saw cha”enge as an important part of church and being a Chrisﬁan,%vow you he pfu”y
identified that comfort mighf facilitate that in helpful ways and didn't jusf see it as a
problem. [+ was not the only time that the imporfance ofychaﬂenge anEJ even discomfort
in the Christian faith was talked about in the project. At a time when there is so much
anxiety around about the need to stop church jecline, this raises important questions
< as to whether the desire to be comforﬁng and friendly pofenﬁa”y comes at ?he expense
) G r’1y°u Need to knoy,, of losing the more cha”enging, discomfor ing elements of faith.
With your thoyghgs 240Urney
9Nts, and be [ wonder whether ques’rions of cha“enge and discomfort are also connected to
another Hn'ng we spoke about together - how much faith conversations happened.
| got the impression that you as the /V\arkefbury team were quite negative about
this, feeling that faith was often sadly absent in"the conversation andgacﬁviﬁes,
mfortable that that's no . but we fefz as a team this was not the whole picture. The term we landed on in
C?)ing to leave you being sort the joint reflector meeting was about faith being "quieﬂy resent”. [t was great
gf booted out the door or to h)ear stories of peop/e coming fo faith within the churcﬁ. It probably shouldn't
something like that.” " bea surprise that it was those people who had come to faith or returned to faith
[Kirsty] who were most happg to talk about faith. However, as we talked, we also began
to notice the way faith was presen‘r in more subtle ways. We borrowed the ferm
'9h'mmers' from another site - AllTogether - to begin ?o talk about these "graced
moments” fogefher, and it was helpgul to hear you as a team talk about the ways
in which you saw very ordinary conversations in the midweek groups and activities
bein opened up by a word or phrase, am? opportunities for faith conversations emerging. [ think £r me this was one
of the rea”g interesting things which seemed to come out
of the research as a whole: ?ha‘r in these 'edgy' places,
away from the more formal church spaces, faith is
'quiegly presenf' in subtle and surprising ways, and that,
?iven time and attentiveness, these presences can begm
0 emerge and grow.

One of the stories which parﬁcular’y touched me was
fa”dng to Kate who had come to connect with the

churc fhrough her communit developmenf role across 1
the local area. She had cleary been impacfed by the o)

way you as a church had engaged with your local

community and helped the town as a whole to be, in

her words, "bolder” in its communify en agemenf.

You could see that Christian faith has a?so been

quieﬂy present for her as she talked about going on

her “own IiH’/eJ'ourney" around faith. What she said

and the other stories of faith reminded me of Jesus’

parable in Matthew 13.33 about the kingdom of God

being like yeast, which s/owly works its way through the whole dough. I found

it inspiring to see the ways in which faith was maging a difference, even if it was not happening in
the ways we mighf expec?, or perhaps even have been led to believe it happens.

We know there are cha”enges ahead, as there were for all the sites. In some ways, the fact that you have almost
outgrown the buifding in terms of the number of peo le coming to activities and the numbers coming to a Sunday
service, is a clear blessing: but | know that the worf also fee?s fragile, parﬁcular’y in the ways you an’ricipafe a
change in minister in nex? year or two, and the questions that brings. [ quess this is always The way in 'edgy' places,
and in h'ghf of this [ am encouraged bg the way in which you also arﬁcunged a trust in God and what he was doing in

you and ’rhrough you.
Thanks so much for all you have brougl‘nL to the project. We look forward to seeing how Hn'ngs develop and hopefu”y

connec’ring again soon.
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Whilst societally and in our churches we are often tuned in
primarily to noticing the big things, it is crucial, in matters
of Christian life and conversation, to attend to the ways in
which faith is ‘quietly present.

Key themes and Questions

‘Being friendly’ is something all church communities
aspire to be, but this is not the same as being places of
real friendships, forged and nurtured.

There are ways in which we need to balance —and inte-
grate — both the comfort and the challenge of Christian
life, especially in the forming of new commmunities.

- Bill Crooks:

35 Missio Africanus

Missio Africanus is a network to support African Diaspora
churches in the UK as they seek to engage in mission and
evangelism.® Through their website, social media, online
roundtable events, journal and other media, they seek to
support pastors and missionaries from diaspora commmunities.
While our original intention was to work with a particular
diaspora church in the research, as is explored in the letter,
this was not possible. Instead the research focused around

How do we better discern the hidden presence of being
the yeast in the dough?

How do we move from being friendly to enabling friendships?

the passing on of faith from first- to second-generation dias-
pora Christians working with Missio Africanus. The research
was based on two focus groups, one with second-generation
African diaspora Christians and one with first-generation
African Diaspora Christians.
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Dear Missio Africanus team,

Thank you for working with us on this roject. In preparing to write to you, ['ve realised there have been quite a few
twists and turns in getting to a ro'ecf working with African Diaspora experience. You'll remember that ini’ria”y we had
imagined working with some sorfo# diaspora cZurch, looking at the ways in which they were naviga’ring ques’rions of faith
in the ed spaces of migration and race, and how being a gias ora community in the {JK shaped faith, both within and
outside of that communify. You hel fu”y tried to put us'in touc with a few cf?urch leaders who mighf be able to help

us, and we found a few t rough o’rﬁer contacts. You'll be more aware than me that the 'edges' in which most of these
churches and roups are operating, are fragile and, if not precarious, then at least unpredicfable. Some of my conver-
sations with cZurch leaders had to happen at 9pm or later because they had rushed from their shift work to the church
prayer meeﬁng and had onlyjusf 9o’r home. For all their 9enerosi’rg and wi”ingness to fry, Ijus’r realised that with all
the will in the world, Hlegjusf weren't going to fit another project into their lives. [t was also clear that while fhey
trusted Missio Africanus, some were unsure about engaging in a research roject because of bad experiences in the past.
We were be inning to wonder whether it was going to be possib/e to includz an African diaspora voice so when you said
you were wizing to develop a project with us we were delighfed.

Iniﬁa”y as the Roehampfon team we had assumed that the work with an African Diaspora voice would focus on the pre-
carity of living that diasporic life, with shift work, secondjobs, famil pressures and the tensions of living in a different
dominant culfure from one's own. Our first conversation with you allyfook us in a sh'ghﬂy different direcgion to ask about
the experience of faith for the first- and second-generaﬁon migrants and how faith was passed on infer enera’riona”y. As
ou'll remember there was quife a bit of energy in the conversation around this fopic, and the focus on )‘Zi’rh fransmission
gefween generations clearly fitted within the overall aims of the wider project. [+ was also great that Paul and Sheila
took on some of the work of recruitment and running the two focus groups - thank you both. Given a hisfory of distrust
between diaspora groups and formal research, it was good to have you puTL peop[e a? ease and lead them in ways that

felt familiar 1{; them, and nafura”y share in their stories.

It's inferesting how much the norm it has become for us to do these Hn’ngs online over Zoom, and [ think increasin Iy
eople are becoming used to have open and reflective conversations in this way. I don't know how you all felt, but ?

don't think the richness of the conversation suffered from our reflectin fogeﬁver on Zoom, ah‘hough it was funny to

meet Paul in person hahcway through the process and see his double-faie as he didn't clock who ['was at first! nyway,
that is all to say, [ was deh’g ted how our reflective conversation went Iooking at the data. We seemed to tune

in, in those conversations, to the differences we saw between the first- and second—generaﬁon
African diaspora Christians and parﬁcularly the differences fhey saw between one another.
Things like the second generation describing how their faith was “softer” than their

esei parenfs, and the first genera’rion's shock at the way their children were bein? encouraged
e ,ea”; fo_question and explore things for themselves in their UK education and socia ising. The
ays, bu\;VeM differences were sfrikin? but I remember that we also noticed how much they had in
hat t cCan agree h

common, par’ricularfi in

e ways in which fh(la_? articulated faith fhrough Bible references

hooleh hnojog,, and fhrough an emphasis on the work of the oly Spirif.
rain 19S done 5
mv:;’.yzg' They One Hn'ng that sfayed with me from that first reflection we did Jroge’rher‘ /ooking J’usiL at the
em to be'oence, they second-generation accounts was Paul's and Sheila’s surprise at the way the young people
Utspoken, they knew expressed their faith. 'm remember how Sheila commen?ed, IL’ was surprised

by some of the thoughts that were shared from peop/e that | knew [] it showed their
d?asire to share. And [ think that comes from the aspect of making their faith their own.”
These seemed to the Roehampfon team to be signiﬁ'camL and important insighfs. Sheila's

om 1o 100X comments that "maybe we are not reall payin the kind of attention that we should
teach th hern to } )ﬁ g
they €% - they tell thelil do to our young people” and her reflection tha alfhough the youth are often referred
the:o? : themse\:’:i;f\th to as the ?ufure leaders, "H'vey are ready to lead now" seem fo 9uide our conversation
ca o

from that poin’r.

O“;E,u wan et:,oexp\a'\n One of my questions, which | asked a number of times in various conversations we
at? You hzse days.”’ had, was acl)ou’r which of the second generaﬁon were seen as faithful'. There was
everythin a lot of discussion in the ﬁ'rsf-generaﬁon focus roup about how it was difficult to
(Folsadel guide 9ourp people in the faith, because the cuf?ure they were growing up in was so
different from the culture of the parenfs' own formative years. As I'm saying this,

I'm thinking of the stories shared of first-generation
parents not liking the fact that schools encouraged their children to
look adults in the eye as d sign of respecf, and to learn fhrough asking uestions. [t
was fascinating to explore these cultural differences together and notice ?he tensions “Yeah, for me, |

fhey brought. Tt was interesting then to hold fogefher he concern from the first gener- faith is my oW
the minute | de

with Sheila's and Paul's surprise that the second-generation diaspora Christians had

discovered insighfs fogefher. and seeking my own pe

relationship with God, be(; S tion
One such insi?h’r concerned what counted as faithful for the second generation. The the end of the dayg’;::
Roehampfon eam's initial assumption was that, b?' and large, the second-generation is your salvation, ¥/
if

focus group we spoke to would be seen as the faifhful among the youfh. owever, we [Adjoal
learned in our conversations that it was not as sfraigh’rforward as we fhoughf. We were

9ra’reful for the insighfs you broughf that helped us understand that this was a complex

would say yes, my
n. | think like from
cided to make
ation thaf they were not doing their job of passing on the faith to the second generation that decision to get baptizego
G ,, thing was like on me.

a vibrant faith which they had "made their own.” It seems to me these mismatches in ix::ywas l?ke the first step to
undersfanding and difference in perspec’rive were some of the rea”g rich places where we me becoming independent




matter. This led the conversation in the Jjoint reflector meeting fo an interesting point of insight, which for
us felt like one of the key contributions to this project: fhag Ezifhfulness ?ooks different
to different peop’e. The first-generation parem‘s were not always able to recognise
the faith of the second eneraf(?on. Where the first generation saw faithfulness in
obedience, regular pracgce of prayer, church attendance and serving in church, the
second generaﬁon seemed to emphasise spirifual encounter, persona?decision, ques-
tioning and making sense of faith. One way this was expressed in the second-generaﬁon
focus roup was f%af their concept of faith was 'softer' than their par‘em‘s' articulation,
which they saw as harsh and often based in fear. Perhaps for these reasons, many were
attending different churches from their parents. For us as the Roehampfon team, we
wanted fo ask some theological questions about how faith can be recognised across these
kinds of genero’rional aps. Ez/\/e would be interested to hear more from you as the Missio
Africanus team, and those involved in African diaspora churches, as to how this is being

navigafed in the day—fo—doy life of diaspora churches.

Another aspect that seemed important to us was the theme of how conversations between

generations mighf take place in ways that helped them to recognise each other's faith-
fulness. We wondered how fhey could explore their different perspec’rives, and draw on each other's wisdom to reflect
on how the second generation could be better imLegrmLed into the life and Ieadership of the church. What we feel we
heard from you all was that this was a cha”enge in churches, where a fypical set up would be the Ieadership speakin
ona fopic, with quesﬁons being able to be asked. Paul responded to our quesﬁons about this by fa”(ing about familﬂife,

leading me to think he had misunderstood that we were interested in where shared fheological conversations take place

in the churches. However, there was no such misundersfanding; Paul's insigh?L was that actually where these kinds of
fheological conversations are hap ening is in families and in homes. In the domestic life of fami% rela’rionships, real ques-
tioning and responses around faith were happening. Helpful here was Joseph's identification of the

need for a 'holl curiosify', which wanted to explore faith questions but through

the language of holiness. At the heart of the quesﬁons is a
desire ?o iscover faithfulness. It would be inferesting

to explore your instinct that it is in the family devo-
tions , where families are a’readg reading the yBible and
praying fogefher, that a forum mighf be found for such

conversations.

For us the questions we were left with were quite prac-
tical. How mighf these kinds of conversation take place in
the life of the church? How might conversations take place
which talk about the softer and harsher understandings of
faith? Are there things which the second generation ‘?as
lost which they need %o value from the first 9eneraﬁon? Is
there wisdom from the second generation that mighf help the
first generation navigating some of the challenges fhey fgce
in terms of faith transmission and mission? We're inferested
to explore these further with you and look forward to some of
those opportunities.

Thanks again for being part of the project. [+ was deﬁ'nifely these q)pesﬁons of what faithfulness looks like, and the ques-

tion of facilifoﬁr:(g cross—generoﬁonal conversation, that most struck us from the data, but there were many more Hu'ngs

that came out of the h‘sfening, reflection and conversation that have contributed to the prcy'ecf. Thank you.

James

3,51 Key themes
Identifying and recognising faithfulness in others.
A holy curiosity in exploring faith different from one’s own.

The possibilities of faith conversations in the domestic
and family spaces.
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3.6 The City Centre Chaplaincy

which took place at a local café. The research took the shape
of a reflective journey, meeting monthly with two members
of the team to reflect with them. Later in the journey we also
interviewed two people involved in the coffee morning.

The City Centre Chaplaincy team is based in a West Midlands
City and focused on developing chaplaincy provision across
various different sectors including Further Education, Shopping
Centre, LGBTQI+ community and the bus station. While
unsure whether participating in the research was right for
them because of the early stages of their work, the research
particularly reflected on their work within the FE college, the
developing inclusive church work with the LGBTQI+ com-
munity, giving most attention to the weekly coffee morning

Dear Cyn'l'hia and Tanga,

[t has been reall interesting to reflect back on our journey iogeiher ihrough this project. [ remember cieariy that first
conversation we %ad where our desire to explore faith in 'edg piaces' resonated with your own desires as a chapiaincy
team to connect with those across your ch‘y and to see how gzi‘rh was emerging in those piaces, and uef it was not clear
what the Iisiening and research would focus on. As you put it in that first meeting, “we haven't rea”y ot a project for you
to look at”. I think at the time your instinct was that it would probabiu be better for somei‘hing like this to Eappen a few
years down the line when there would be some‘rhing more concrete to falk about and a wider roup of peopie to engage
with. Yet there was something about what you were doing and about your outlook that meam? we felt you would make an
important and distinctive con?ribui‘ion to the project preciseiy at the stage you were at. As we had aiready said to the
/V(i?ssio Africanus team, it would have been ridiculous to exclude you from the rojec’r because you were "too edgy'.’ I'm so
lad we found a way to work iogeiher that was mufua”y beneficial because iﬁe perspective that working with you broughf
?o the wider explorafion of 'edgu faith' and 'edgy iearning' has been rea”u significanf. In fact, [ think one of the keu i'hings

we learnt from you was that seeing i'hings oniu as 'prajec’rs' limits our view of what is going on and what God is doing.

I'm glad we chose the a proach to meet every month or so to reflect on what you were doing. These meetings where

the gour of us - you borfi’i, myself and Clare = met fogefher were rea”y s’rimuiafing times and ['ve enjo ed being able to
reflect back on them through the transcripts. For me it has been interesting to look back at the siarf‘,’ where the coffee
morning you run in the Ioca% café was just one element of what we talked agouf, because over the course of the project it
rea”u moved to being a big focus of our reflections Jrogefher‘. I quess this is parﬂy because of how it grew and deve oped
over the course of our conversations, with people joining and the need to navigate questions and issues that were arising.
[ was also interested in some of the Ianguage we settled on early on to talk about what we were seeing, like what was
"bubbling up", the "s‘reppin stones” emerging, and "God-instances”. For us as a Roehampi’on team these indicated the
way you were noticing an discerning the work of the Spirif, or the graced moments, in the midst of life. [ think that

is why the theme of olding space" surfaced so si‘ronglu for us as a foundational descripfion for the various strands of
work you were doing. As the different possibiiiﬁes for city centre chapiaincy emerged,

your work seemed s aped by this hoiding-o en of space izr attention to the S irifgs

work. [t was interesting to discuss that with you when we met, and [ reall iifed the

“And this mo

way that Cynthia described the slow and pa’rien’r work of developing the cotfee morning.

[ felt like what you expressed was a fine balance between planning and responding,
where you both shaped a space and also responded to the fhings bubbiing up' in that
space. 11 suppose that is whu we turned to the ianguage of spirii’uaiiiy to describe what
was going on; a spiriiuaih‘y of holding space and aHending.

In terms of the coffee morning, as you said at the time, the choice of the space had
something to do with it - you d chosen a rea"y warm, welcoming, homeiu café to host
this. In i‘gct [ was quite surprised when [ arrived to visit how different it was from

what ['d imagined when you had talked about the café. | quess I'd imagined some’rhing

a bit cramped, aJ'umbIe of tables and chairs, and somei‘hing a bit more commercial, but
what [ found was something that felt more like a smart quest house or a well-kept
front room. Big spacious ci?airs, nicely laid tables, a uieg and spacious feel and the
most amazing and delicious array of cakes. It had litfle nooks and crannies where
peopie could have different conversations and chats, and [ could see whu ou'd felt it was
suc

about serving people or tidying away, bu

there seemeg if')o bPe signii‘icgm‘9 .

Day', which both Clare and [ loved as an idea. Wha

rning. So,
bocpthi g » YOU know,
€ We've seen, You know,

we're not there tos
the Bible. Byt we hac:;ttz:es;Udy

s this Mmorning,

that_ Jjust stooq out.
forgiveness, one was
one was on is Gog
out Something or

at’s just what Popped
of the Conversations.”

particularly,
One was on
on grief, and

Up out of oyt
[Cynthia]

a good fit. [ also found it interesting to hear your reflections on not being the host, and therefore not having to worry
? rather to have the freedom just fo sit and chat with others. And from those chats
conversations ‘bubblin up' in different places. The most formal of those was 'Saint of the
?was parﬁcularl great about it was that no one could quite remember

how it had started. Also siriking was that the person who broughi the Saint of the Day and talked about it was not one of
the leaders but someone who had got involved, finding ita 9ood piace to come and have company.




“This is the end of our second'
;2:' I<:s>‘f that where we've having,
you know, inviting pgople to'a
coffee morning within a <_:afe.
So we don't have to provide the
refreshments. That's all done
for us. We're just thf-zre creating
the space and offering that

listening ear.”

One of the Hu'ngs that the work you are doing and the questions you were asking led us
to reflect on as a Roehampton team was on ﬂle idea of 'projecf". [ don't know %9ou
remember, but there was a reall inferesﬁng moment in our conversation where you were
fhinking about how you could 9e¥ other people involved in the work you were doing. Tanya
in parficular was thinking about how it was a parﬁcular‘ set of skills and an approach,
which would sort of neeg Jrr‘aining, but she remarked: “I'm loathed to use the word pro-
ramme, but [ can't think of another way of doing it." These kinds of reflections led us
go see that it wasn 'fjusf that you didn'f have a project for us tfo look at, but there was

| somefhing about the idea of a prcy'ec‘r or programme that didn't quH’e fit what gou were
[Cynthia] |

doing. Again, the place we seemed to land was on the theme of spirifualify - about how
you were in your work, and with others rather than the nature of projects. That has
rea”y sfaye with me, and ['ve continued to think about it. It reminds me of our work
with Connect, where they felt H)ey couldn't replicafe their work by doing the exact same
things somewhere else; what fhey felt was that you would somehow need to allow the DNA of the work ?o become your
DNA and then let that DNA be merged with the DNA of the place where you are /ooking to work. [ quess your experi-
ence gives me another way to view fZaf - a kind of spirifuali’ry of space making/holding and of pilgrimage with others.

For you both it seems the 'prg'ecf' was never the 9oal‘ Rather, the 9oal was always to connect with people and see
whmyemerged. This looked like the coffee morning, the work with the Further Education co”ege,
the growing connections with the LGBTQ community, and the chaplaincy in the bus station

and shopping centre. Caﬂuj Ross, who was parf of our reflector team and who researches

and writes about mission, poimLed to a quote from a key mission thinker, Andrew Walls: “The
missionary has to learn to live on terms set by other people." As you go about your chaplaincy
work, there is a spirifualh‘y which is about ho ding a space where the op ortunities, con-
versations and 9raced moments can emerge. [ he work is about having the awareness and
confidence to 9enH9 take those opporfunigies, to engage with those people, to listen to their
stories and to show that love and care. I think this spiri’ruali’rlj was also visible in the wa

in which you helped others into chaplaincy, not H)rough some speciﬁ'c training, but H)rough

going om‘yin pairs and reﬂecﬁng back fogefher on what had happened.

The other little gem from our time fogefher came from our
conversation wigh Diana, who has been part of that work

with C%m‘hia in the café from eariy on. The former /‘\rchbishop of
+

Canter ury, Rowan Williams, is often quofed as saying that the church is renewed

from the edges. Diana's experiences seemed fo be a rea”y clear example of that and how
her own fai?h had been re—energised b being involved in the work in the café and other
chaplainc -type places, meeting non-é’hrisﬁans and spending time with them. It's so easy
in churchyes or it to feel sca;q to sfep into different environments, and perhaps feel a

pressure to somehow share faith. Yet what was so lovelg about Diana's sfory was that it
was her faith that had been enlivened.

1 ‘\'_a“("ng o
ryoure
wThe fact th? ot know GO

[ know for you there are still many quesﬁons, and that H]ings feel very fragile in these
edg spaces, but [ think your instinct to avoid turning Hn'ngs into rojects feels a
reall helpful one. [t has been encouraging fo see and reflect fogeﬁ)er on the spirit-
uahf‘; of space—makin and pil rimage which you seem to naturall embodg, and to
see the ways in which fha? spirhﬁ;a%ify has opened(’up opportunities. [ think the other
thing that has really shone out of our time fogefher is somefhing about trusting God. There were a number
of poimLs Hyroughgfhe conversations we had where there was some fhinking and perhaps even a little anxiefy about
how Hu'ngs were going o unfold - What happens when we need more than one table in the café? How do we find and
prffare others to be involved? How is it going to work when we start the discussion groups with the LGBTQ groups? =
an yef when it came to it, these Hn’ngs happened and you were able to hold the space and sfep into them in ways which
felt natural. The stepping stones emerging one ste ahead was the image that arose in the conversation to describe that
which seems helpful too. E1:or me this seems to reaﬁy align with the idea of avoiding becoming a 'projecf'; there's not a
destination to reach as such, but a conﬁnuingjourney, a pilgrimage, where the next sfeps become 9radua”y apparem‘.

Thanks again for all the time and enerqy you put into this. [ know from previous conversations that this had also been
fruitful for you, and I'm glad about that.] hope these conversation and reflections can continue to be helpfu/ o you as
you continue in your work. We cerfainly will continue to draw on them as we reflect further on faith in edgy places.

James
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3.6.1 Key Themes and Questions

Perhaps we might be freed up in our Christian outreach
and mission if, instead of focussing on developing ‘projects’
to plan and manage, we learned how to be in places where
others are, and attend to what bubbles up.

If we are not burdened by an expectation to be developing
and managing projects, perhaps we can be rooted more
clearly in spirituality — a way of living, praying and acting
that is Spirit-led and attentive to the Spirit's work. This is
a spirituality of making and holding spaces for others.

‘The edges’ are not simply places for Christian or church
outreach. In fact, they are the very places where faith and
church is renewed.

Are there challenges in communicating this vision of a
space-holding, attentive spirituality to church communi-
ties who more easily recognise ‘projects’? How can these
be worked through?

How can projects and the management that comes with

them find their proper place within the Christian com-
munity, recognising the priority of the work of the Spirit
and the spirituality that enables that to be recognised
and attended to?

P

Are there ways in which the spiritual way embodied in
this chaplaincy team can be more clearly expressed, and
shared with others?

3.7 AllTogether

Started by Kate as a Facebook group and Zoom gathering,
AllTogether seeks to gather those with mental and physical
disability and/or chronic health impairment, particularly those
who are not able to get to church or those for whom church
has become a difficult place to be. The group has grown sig-
nificantly, numbering around 70 people connecting at the
time of the research and now run by Bridget and Mike after
Kate had to step down due toill health. The research took the
shape of a reflective journey with the leadership team, who did
their own listening and reflecting with the wider community.
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Dear A”Togefher team,

[ want to start by saying thank you for the way you trusted us and opened gourselves up to engage with us and our
exploring of faith’in edqy places.”] was aware in ap roaching you that thereis suspicion of research and academia within
the wider communi’nj 0 fh)ose with disabilities due fo the way research has been done and used in the pasf. As we spoke
it also became clear how, as a community of those with meni’al and physical disabih'fy and chronic illness, many of you
had negative experiences of churches, institutions and indeed research projects where, having shared fhings and of?ered
ourse;?/es, those fhings had been rejected or turned againsf you. Not only that but, as you all expressed, to take on
Zeing involved in a project like this fhok precious time and enerqy. With all this in the background, we were pleased to be
able’to design somefhing fogefher which you felt would fit your needs. We were delighted
to have the opporfunify to work with you and learn from you and your experiences. g/our
insighfs, experience and h'sfening haveiheen a huge 9if’r to the project as a whole.

But 1 got

As we met over those few months to listen and reflect together, I was qt,uh‘e shocked feroci0us,5r?g’ed for bsolyte|
to hear some of your experiences of how you had been treated by churches and other every time | w;h 3ling aj Osiy
groups. Giiven these quite neqative experiences, it was rea”y powerful for me that one When | Wasn’t hse . An
of your desires was still to help churches to ?ef better at inclusion. For me that is why r;nOsta udge.menet , ther,
your question and the fhingsﬂpu wanted to focus on were so important. You had an mn; all the pe I bOn Me. Not
instinct that there was somefhing about what you experienced as a group that wasn't People, apg oot fro

9 9 P 9 P €ca u (57 ntUa”y it

J'u51L somefhing precious to you but acfua”y some‘rhing which could be a real blessing to 'Couldne: @
other churches.

One of those fhings that spoke powerfu”y to me, and which [ think is somethin

many churches need to hear, is what you reflected on around inclusion. Righf fgom

the start you talked about how it wasn't a one-size-fits-all but somefhing you were learnin
about every day, and [ could rea”g see that in the wa you talked about it. I could see fhafqaf
All Together inc?usion wasn 't primarily a poh'cy, proceﬁre or set of 9uideh’nes but a genuine
care %or each person who was part of the group. It was all done in"very ordinary and normal we'

ways - as you said, not lahe”ing it as 'pas oral care’ bufjusf caring. hat was sfriking to wye're proken 33‘: the same
me was that All Together seemed like a place where people felt seen and known. As Charlotte fully whole : understa“d'
said powerfu”y, “"We hear you, we see you, we love you, you are part of us.” Given these rime. W CZ I other, @
experiences it was also really interesting fo hear you challenging theologies you had experi- heal ffoa‘h each O“‘er,c
enced in the ch]urches you had been part of, such as God not being share \C\lt any judgmen
able to look at you because of your sin and needing to look at Jesus W‘thoctaﬂo , ner
instead. In conﬁras’r, the experience of change which had happened in Xp‘,:bmg et
“you've reminded us of people at /\”Togefher was as a result of feesh'ng loved, accepfed and du dget]
how many conversations welcomed. (Bricd
we have in our comraunlty
about people’s experiences Another really important aspect of AllTogether that shone through was
of being prayed for to about participation and energy levels. Joanna's reflection that because

pbe healed, yet again
without being asked.

ou can't participate as fully and dont have the same enerqy or reliability as others you end
Y P P g X 9Y Y Y
for each other up feehng less, and end up on the frmge, was also a powerful challenge to churches. I reall
“.'.etﬁfﬁfme. But we ask liked the way there seemed to be an understanding within /‘\HToge her that people woul
3vhat prayers we would ive what Jrhey were able to give, and that included people in Ieadership roles. I heard
1‘(Jha1L cha”enge you gave to churches loudly and clearly: that there needed to be the means
for people to go at different speeds, and %e able to participate at different levels and still
ke, and how, s be able to fee? like fhey mattered and were pamL of it, and were not left on the fringe.
ofus h . So many That seemed to us as a Roehampton team something that was
ave been hurt or : - P 9
damaged or traumatized ' hard to think through in the abstract: but your approaches
by being prayed for ir © ' of honesty, care ang careful listening to each person in their
Inappropriate ways,” | particular situation felt like important clues to a way forward. “it’s easy to pick up the idea
[Bridget] | Eonnecfed to that, I loved the rhyfhms of communifq life that that you are less than in

where people could say some 1
or precious to them but also could be interpreted as h'mpses structured like you have to be
of God at work; thankful Thursdaii‘s; the prayers that were shared on Ffacebook. T was

lovelg to see the ways in which a r yfhm of communify life seemed to be emerging within the

[Joanna]

[ think in all you told us and reflected on with us we got a 9h’mpse of a different way
of leadin ang undersfanding leaders from what we had offen seen elsewhere. Bridgef's
reflection that AllTogether is not ours” but everyhody's, was a rea”y sfrfking example.
Leadership seemed fo be held in a very different way.” Those who were ‘leaders’ shared
prayer requests in the same way as everyone else. # can be quite frendy these days to talk about vulnerabilh‘y in
lea(?ership, but we felt this was more than that. It was a diﬁgeren’r approach, one which was much more ordinarlj, natural,
springing up from the relaﬁonships in the group. In one way it was nofhing special - it is the normal ways humans
interact and love and care for each other = which is exacﬂy what made it special and stand out. Your suggestion that
this was because of how the leading of the group had beenshared, and how the person who founded the group had
sfepped back due to health reasons, was es ecia”y helpful. Again, this was Ieading in honest and ordinary ways, aware of
limitations and abilities, and responding to h)eah‘h, to sfruggles and to life.

These were all powerful stories and beautiful insighfs that will live long in the memory and have certainl impacfed the

way in which [ will approach many of these fhings in my own church experience. Buf'I think the +hing f?»af had the

| were developing around A”To?hefher: your /V\onday [ immers, church CifC'?S- This is because
ing that had been meaningful of several things, the way it's

ful! of energy. You have to be
quite physically fit. You have to
pe able to participate and join

- In, to not end up on the fringe.”



biggest impact on me was the insighf of seeking the “more excellent way “. It was Bridget who broughf the passage from
| Corinthians 12 to one of our reflector meetings, and we ’rhough)L about the image of H?e body as having many parts.
What the conversations that followed from that reflection made me realise was that if we think about the body of Christ
as a real body, which lives and moves, which ages, and which hurts, rather than as some organisa’rional account, we get

a quite distinctive vision of church. As our reflections continued, the fhing that really struck me, and others on the team,
was that we never heard the bodg of Christ as described in [ Corinthians 12 talked about in relation to the famous verses
on love in | Corinthian 13. The /\posHe Paul says all these Hn'ngs about the church and how the parts of the body relate,
but then he says there is a more excellent way, a way based in love. I feel like in /\”Togefher we got a bit of a 9?impse

of that more excellent way and how these things can be rooted, not in some undersfanding or pracﬁce of organisaﬁona’
patterns, but in genuine love and care. [ think Trom now on [ will often find mysehc asking, when faced with cha”enges
around church and the Christian life, "What is the more excellent way?"

I'm so grafeful for the conversations we had and H)ejourney we went on fogefher. [t has been rea”y precious to me, and

it has offered crucial insigh’rs and wisdom into the questions of edgy faith and edgy learning.

We look forward to seeing how Hu'ngs develop, and we're happy to connect further over ways of sharing some of the
wisdom you have developed with others when you're ready and able.

3.71 Key themes and questions

Our churches need to move from thinking about being
‘welcoming’ to people living with disabilities and difficult
health conditions, to reflecting seriously on what needs
to change for them to be authentically inclusive of all.

Such inclusion requires that we change our attitude to
time, and recognise the importance of enabling life being
lived at different speeds, and in different seasons of life.

shape for our church communities, where leadership, and E

regular practices emerge from the realities and apparent | ! 9
limitations of people’s real lives. - : ¢

AllTogether gives us clues towards a different community % ' ﬂ

What difference would it make if, instead of responding
to challenges in church life with ideas for new practices,
structures, or ministries, we asked what ‘the more excellent
way' might call us in to?

Bl

How do our churches prioritise love as the work of
Christian life?

i
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4. Edgy Faith and Edgy Learning -
Key Insights

Listening and reflecting in edgy places

Our experience of the research both questions the validity of
talking about edges and highlights the need for better ways
to listen to those ‘edges’. While in some ways participants
recognised ways they were marginalised, many did not experi-
ence themselves ‘on the edge’ in any meaningful way. In each
project it became clear that centres and edges were more a
question of perspective than a fixed reality.

When it comes to listening in those spaces, we found ways to be
more creative in our listening through workshops and activities,
but there is more to be done to hear those voices in ‘edgy’ places.

Passing on faith

There was an anxiety about passing on faith in many of the
sites, and yet what we found was that faith was “quietly present
in meaningful ways. Whether it was the objects and images
around, the approach and care of the people, the space and
encouragement to notice the “glimmers”, what was ‘bubbling
up’, or the conversations which occurred in the midst of life —all
these things were signs that faith was present, a yeast working
through the dough of these edgy spaces.

"

Holy Curiosity and recognising
faithfulness

Missio Africanus, in particular, tuned us into the ways in which
faithfulness looks different to different people in different places.
We wondered what it would look like to have conversations
about faithfulness across these differences, learning from one
another’s faithfulness, and seeking the ways in which faith
might be enriched by such encounters. The need for a “holy
curiosity” was a helpful framing of the way this might happen,
emphasising the importance of a loving interest in the other
which contributes to growing in holiness.

Discovering language for faith in the
middle of things

Through our conversations ways emerged to name faith in its
concrete expression — places of second chances, the glimmers
of God, the everyday miracles, the “God instances” —and as we
talked with the seven sites we found ways to name faith from
the grounded experience within the organisation, church or
group. This was particularly clear in Next Steps, where together
we co-forged a language of catalyst, intercessor and accom-
panier, which expressed the work of God in ways authentic to
the language and experience of participants.

23

Where “they” become “us”

One thing which was commmon to many of the sites was seeing
people grow in confidence. We recognised a way in which
agency wasn't something that could be drawn up from inside
oneself, but was actually a result of being in a community that
gave agency. These communities brought opportunities to
help and participate, to make decisions, to take responsibility in
small ways. They recognised that each person had something
to offer. As Connect in particular revealed, these were spaces
where the community changes as a result of what people
brought - “they” became “us”.

Leadership

There are rich points of reflection about leadership. It was clear
that many of these sites were led by motivated, high-achieving,
entrepreneurial leaders, and that their presence was critical to
the project. This often felt at odds with some of the empha-
sis in community development work around collaboration
and finding the gifts in the commmunity. There is something
important to be explored around the role of the charismatic
leader - its strengths and weaknesses. In the midst of this
there were still ways to learn about how leadership is passed
on, and how leaders are raised up. Everyone pointed to this,
and there were clear examples of this happening, especially
with leaders being developed from the community rather
than being imposed ‘from above'. However, it was interest-
ing to contrast these examples with the kind of leadership
modelled at AllTogether, where there was an emphasis on
shared approaches, the humanity and frailty of leaders, and
the ways in which the commmunity was able to function even
when leaders were at capacity and had to step back.
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Replication

Successful projects and ministries in edgy places attract people
who have heard about the work, and visit with a desire to rep-
licate it in their own setting. What our focus on edgy places
revealed was that, rather than the particular activity, what
seemed most important was each commmunity’s or group's
openness and responsiveness to the local community. The
insight from Connect, that the reason others struggle to do
the same is that they are not willing to be changed by those
who come, was a powerful one. Replication was not a plan or
strategy, but more like a virus or DNA - something which had to
be caught, that changed the very way we are. Any replication
must be like a combining of DNAs, creating something which
was as much shaped by the people coming and participating,
bringing their own interests, gifts and desires, as it was by the
leaders who started the groups.

An edgy spirituality

In the research project we found ourselves using the (admit-
tedly complex and often ill-defined) language of spirituality
quite a bit. This was because much of the work we saw, and
the reason that people were effective in what they were
doing, was not because they had a grand plan or a vision
that others bought into, but rather because they were able
to notice and respond to the little things, the ‘bubblings up’
and the ‘glimmers’. The ways in which they made space for
others to be, and in that way of ‘being’ discovered opportuni-
ties for the natural sharing of faith in conversation, was less a
skill that could be taught and more a posture, a demeanour,
a set of virtues. For many of those leading the project it was
in prayer where they identified the root of what they were
doing. In Wolverhampton particularly, we heard Tanya and
Cynthia pondering how to find people who would join in with
what they were doing; they felt that it was through accompa-
niment, not through some formal training programme, that
they could pass on what it meant to be a chaplain.

Projectization and the bubbling up of grace

Working with the city centre chaplaincy team revealed just
how much this edgy work tends to focus around ‘projects’,
particularly when it comes to funding and denominations.
There is an implicit push towards having a project, a thing
to point to that shows something is happening. In resisting
the formalisation of their work, the City Centre team pointed
towards a way of operating that emphasised responsiveness to
what was bubbling up, and a more relational and networked
understanding of ministry. It was a shift in missiology, not
thinking about mission in terms of building projects, but in
responding to the gift and grace of God, and discovering the
next steps without some grand plan.

Discovering the “more excellent way”

Working with AllTogether the Apostle Paul's phrase, “a more
excellent way” became key to our asking what needs to happen.
So often the focus of mission, ministry, and church life gets
drawn into projects, programmes and keeping the show on
the road. What AllTogether offered was a glimpse of the more
excellent way, the way of faith, hope and — above all — love. So
many of the stories we heard were of people who had felt lost
finding belonging, meaning, purpose and hope. People found
confidence and purpose, and began to glimpse faith, going
on their “own little journeys”. When we began this research
our question was about how people learn, grow and develop
in faith in edgy places. It is easy to assume that such a ques-
tion might result in approaches to learning and ‘discipleship’,
strategies and programmes — and these have their place — but
what was most striking was that in so many of these stories, it
was people walking alongside, forgiving, caring, spending time,
welcoming and helping people feel they truly belonged and
were loved that really made the difference. Faith was quietly
present in so many ways across these groups. For some it was
more explicit than others — but it was invariably discovered in
the midst of friendship and in finding a
place to belong. What we found was
that these groups were embracing
the more excellent way, the way
of love, and though it was hard

and challenging at times, the

fruit was also present.
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5. Reflections from Ian and Clare

51

We started out on this research journey with a hunch that the
‘edges’ (however defined) were important in the renewal of the
whole church; that at the edges there is a range of lived experi-
ence, insight and practice that confronts more stereotypically
‘mainstream’ church with things which we have forgotten, or the
depths of which we have not fully grasped. Here the sites taught
me a lot about the importance of honesty; of not hiding behind
masks; of not pretending we have life sorted. In many of these
sites, journeys of healing, recovery or sometimes deep trust in
God occurred only with an acknowledgement of our weakness,
interdependence and, perhaps, need to change. All of us have
problems and challenges; these ‘edgy’ sites suggest to me that
the bigger difference is whether we choose to acknowledge
those challenges out loud, to dare to become a community
of people who genuinely ‘bear one another’s burdens'. In this
respect, | have been struck by the importance of costly com-
mitment to the well-being of the Other. So often in (allegedly)
‘respectable’ church we only make ourselves available at des-
ignated meeting times, in ways which suit our own agenda, or
with conditions attached. Instead, here, there were stories of
friends and mentors dropping everything at any time of day
or night to sit with or stand alongside someone in need; of
groups willing to adapt to and work at the pace of others, even
be completely changed by their newest members; and many
stories of simple, unconditional welcome to those in need. In
my field notes for one site | wrote: ‘here there is a clear valuing
of the person above the process'. Perhaps | need to relinquish
control of my own agendas and timescales a little more.

Reflections from Ian Jones

Over several projects exploring how faith grows and develops,
I've become increasingly interested in how people conceptual-
ise ‘faith’ itself; the working assumptions they hold concerning
what it means to be ‘religious’ (or spiritual, or a ‘person of faith’),
the kinds of difference they expect it to make to their own
life or someone else’s, and the ways in which this may or may
not change when their ‘orbit’ and that of a church, Christian
organisation or community begin to coincide. In the seven
sites, | particularly noticed the way in which religiosity or faith
was something that people often quantified or compared
with others (‘they are a person of strong faith’; ‘l am not very
religious’). Comparison was not always negative; sometimes
the evident faith of a respected other gave people cause to
hope that there might be something in this religion busi-
ness after all. | noticed a wariness about institutional religion,
and a particular dislike of forms of faith that were coercive or
adopted a ‘hard sell’ approach. In contrast, many characterised
the sites as places where you did not ‘have religion rammed
down your throat’. | would have loved to have asked more
about what people meant by that: was this based on their
own contrasting experiences elsewhere? Or were they simply
picking up on a coommon characterisation of organised religion
in popular culture? Yet | was also intrigued by how often peo-
ple’s assessments of their own religiosity included a qualifier:
‘I'm not religious, but.... Were people distancing themselves
from unhelpful aspects of organised religion whilst wanting to
acknowledge the continued pull of God or the spiritual in their
lives? Were they resisting the dominant secular or non-religious
culture of the day yet expressing caution in doing so? Or were
they simply expressing a sense that with personal worldviews,
things are invariably more complex than a simple religious/not
religious binary would have it? How do we take the ‘I'm not
religious’ parts of many people's experiences seriously whilst
also exploring the depths behind the ‘but’?
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Time and again during the research, and in these letters,  am
struck by the importance of commmunity, connection and rela-
tionship. When asked what these places meant to them, why
they stayed involved and how they had changed as a result,
so many people we heard talked about the people they had
encountered, the sense of friendship, family or community
they experienced. One particularly unexpected aspect of this,
for me, was the way in which these ‘edgy’ communities were
experienced in stark contrast to (even a vital defence mech-
anism against) prevailing patterns of life in wider society.
Sometimes, the people we spoke to named the ‘powers’ they
were up against: big retailers that had sucked the life out of
high streets; social services that were inflexible and imper-
sonal; a criminal justice system lacking hope and compassion;
churches that weren't set up for people like them; a pattern of
everyday life in which it was so easy simply to disappear from
view. Yet here in these sites — in a community café, online group,
recovery project, place of welcome, and so on - the bereaved
found connection, the isolated found community, the forgot-
ten felt seen and known, the ‘done to’ became people who
gave out to others. As one person put it to us: ‘when you step
through that door, you're back to where you're safe’. All this
was a powerful reminder to me of the importance of connec-
tion, relationship and community to growth in anything we
name as ‘faith’. St Peter’s Saltley Trust's earlier research project,
What Helps Disciples Grow? (2016), particularly highlighted
the importance for regular churchgoers of personal spiritual
practices and the outworking of faith beyond congregational
life. But people we met across the ‘edgy’ sites also reminded
me of other findings in that original research; for example, the
frequency with which people felt ‘most alive as a Christian’ as
a result of interaction with others: an experience of fellowship
or an opportunity to show love to another in a practical way.*
In the seven ‘edgy’ sites, connection, relationship and commu-
nity seemed so often to me to be the bedrock. | continue to
be very grateful for all the ways in which | have been enriched
by conversation and encounter with so many people in these
seven communities.

‘In these sites — in a community
café, online group, recovery
project, place of welcome, and
so on — the bereaved found
connection, the isolated found
community, the forgotten felt
seen and known, the ‘done to’
became people who gave out
to others”

Ian Jones
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5.2

| have so much enjoyed reading these letters to the different
co-researching groups composed by James. | am filled with
gratitude for those who worked with us, and reminded power-
fully of all that | learned through this ‘edgy’ project. | end this
report with a very brief reflection on this personal learning,
especially its impact on my work as a theologian concerned
with church and Christian life.

Reflections from Clare Watkins

As an ecclesiologist | have increasingly developed an under-
standing of ‘church’ which is certainly porously bounded, and
most likely not truly bounded at all. Rather ‘church’ is becom-
ing, for me, something of a place-holder for the wide, often
largely hidden participation of women, children and men in
the work of the Holy Spirit in the world. The organised churches
have an essential role in this, of course; but it is one of a specific
service to the wider work of mission and reconciliation. From
this perspective it is hard to see what could count as edgy or
peripheral to the Church of God, even whilst we know that our
practices and institutions do, indeed, create fractures which are
experienced as marginalising. This project has given me greater
confidence in this position, as it has repeatedly demonstrated
what powerful things happen when we ‘simply’ move to attend
to the Spirit in particular, and especially less attended to, places.

However, if this is true, then it is equally the case that the
learning reflected in this report has taught me that such an
ecclesiological position opens up new and urgent questions:
about what leadership for such work might look like; about how
such work is to be supported, nurtured and sustained; about
(above all) how the work of the Holy Spirit in the world is to
be consistently and authentically discerned and appropriately
participated in. This way of ‘being church’ is both ‘simple’, and
not at all simple!

“Theologians, philosophers,
psychologists and the rest
cannot become wise about
love without attending
to and being humbly

overwhelmed by the work
of all who practice love in

places seen as marginal, on

the edges’

Clare Watkins
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The theme — and realities — of ‘spirituality’ have been high-
lighted in the letters and our summary of learning. This has
been centrally important for me, as for other members of the
teams. Yet it runs the risk of remaining vague, ‘merely’ affective,
or of simply reasserting that prayer must always attend such
work (which is, indeed, worth reasserting!) At the end of the
project, reflecting on what has been learned, | find myself with
a need to add greater detail, practical precision and concrete-
ness to what is spoken of in the various sites as spirituality. Are
there particular spiritual, prayerful, devotional and community
practices which we can elucidate and so share as effective aids
in growing this life of participation in God’'s mission? | would
relish the opportunity to go back to these co-researchers to
explore what, in fact, their lived spiritualities consist of to help
in this concretisation of a key theme.

It is in a similar way that | find myself both having a sense of
fulfilment in the way the project learning culminates in love,
and a certain sense of unease - even frustration. Once again
love presents itself too quickly as a ‘simple’ naming of what
lies at the heart of these works; and, in the best sense, it is
simple, being at the single, integrated heart of Trinitarian life.
| wonder, though, about the many ways in which appeals to
‘love’ have masked wrong-doing, abuse and harm, and | find
myself faced with a theological question about the very nature
of love. What the sites we have worked with in this project tell
me, though, is that ‘the nature of love’ cannot be articulated
without attention to real-life practices of love - practices shaped
by the Gospel, and inextricably linked with real, lived hope
and faith. Theologians, philosophers, psychologists and the
rest cannot become wise about love without attending to and
being humbly overwhelmed by the work of all who practice
love in places seen as marginal, on the edges.

There is more to say — always! Learning to have conversa-

tions in different, and sometimes for me quite alienating

contexts has been central to my own learning and

researcher development, as well as contributing

to my more ‘academic’ understanding of human

conversing. My prejudices and assumptions

about the place of leadership in Christian groups

have also been helpfully challenged, and | am

being pushed to fresh thinking here. But, in the

end, it is the call to discern spiritual practices

and practices of love that transform the world

Godward that | am left with. For that nagging

call on my too-often-fragmented attention |

am deeply grateful to those fromm whom | have
learned so much in this project.

pAS




6. Endnotes

1. Clare Watkins and James Butler, Christian Faith and Christian Learning. A theological action research account.
(Routledge, 2026).

2. Simon Foster, What Helps Disciples Grow? (St Peter’s Saltley Trust, Birmingham, 2016). https://www.saltleytrust.org.
uk/whdg/.
3. As noted in the text, whilst most of the sites listed here have been given a pseudonym to anonymise their identity,

Missio Africanus, as a group, waived their right to anonymity for this work.

4, Foster (2016), 8-10, 15.
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