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Fishnets Church on the edge Missionary apologetics (Slide 1) 
 
Intro to self and FYT 
 
Vincent Donovan wrote the following challenge “As y ou sit 
watching the sinking sun you wonder if there were s till 
time for missionaries somewhere somehow to be able to just 
once carry out the missionary work as it should be carried 
out … 
 
So lets kick off with a story 
 
After many years of hard work an inventor discovered the art of making fire, so he took his 
tools to the snow clad northern mountains, and initiated the local tribe into the art and 
advantages of making fire. The locals became absorbed in this new thing, so much so that it did 
not occur to them to thank the inventor. The inventor was one of those rare human beings who 
didn’t need to be revered, such was his greatness, all the inventor sought was the satisfaction of 
knowing that someone had benefited from his discovery.  
 
The next tribe he went to was just as eager to learn, but the local priests were jealous of the 
strangers hold on the people so had the inventor assassinated. To cover up their crime they had 
a portrait painted of the inventor, and set it on the main alter of the temple, they even wrote a 
liturgy so his name would be revered and remembered, they enshrined the fire making tools in 
casket and it was said that they healing to all who laid hands on them with faith.  
 
The priests came together and compiled a book on the life of the inventor, this holy book told of 
the inventors loving kindness and it was offered as an example for others to emulate, and his 
deeds were so eulogized and his superhuman nature made an article of faith. The priests 
ensured it was handed down the generations, and the liturgy was kept, they ruthlessly punished 
people who questioned or deviated from the doctrines. Caught up as they were in these 
religious tasks the people completely forgot the art of making fire.  

 
I love that story and it is interesting to ask wher e do we 
get our doctrines from. 
 
Richardson writes in one those rare books on Christ ian 
doctrine (it is rare because it is small AND access ible) 
that  
 
Slide 2 “All Christian doctrine arises from Christian 
experience”   
For a reflective practitioner such as myself this i s an 
incredibly hopeful statement. It validates the prax is 
approach to mission and ecclesiology (the theology of 
church). It also gives space for developing doctrin e and 
possibly theology in and out of the current context  or 
experience.  
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Another Richardson quote that caught my attention w as  
 
Slide 3 “the earliest doctrinal statements were thus 
missionary apologetics, not intellectual systems of  
theological speculation”. 
 
The question is has our Christian experience been o f a 
people who make fire or of a people who have forgot ten the 
art of fire making, because it is the fire makers, who can 
help us develop a missiology that arises from exper ience 
and is relevant in March 2009 rather than an intell ectual 
system or approach to church that is heavenly minde d but no 
earthly good. 
 
So what I hope to outline today is an approach to c hurch 
and mission that comes from the experience of makin g fire 
on the ground with young people. For some of you th is will 
be a missionary apologetic that challenges the norm, it 
certainly questions many of our current approaches to 
church but I hope to show how the learning from the se 
experiences of mission offer a new way of thinking about 
church, that when tried help you firestarters out t here 
reignite the communities you serve. 
 
(Slide 4)  Chris Neal from CMS suggests our biggest problem 
to mission is that our approach to church and missi on in 
the west is so tied up with our modernist/ Christen dom 
orientated past it creates a gravitation pulls that  
inhibits us from moving on and at a recent gatherin g on of 
missional communities asked What resources will giv e us 
enough velocity to break out?  
 
Two key issues are that we have developed a theolog y and 
ecclesiology that controls and constrains rather th an 
liberates the church to become what she could be. S econdly 
our approach to ecclesiology is such that church ha s become 
a holy cow that runs the risk of standing in the ro ad of 
change and no one seems willing to move or challeng e it. 
  
BUT we need to challenge these conceptions yet when  we do 
we run the risk of being labelled heretical, and it  closes 
down adult conversation and practice. It is too eas y to 
forget that todays orthodoxy was yesterdays heresy.   
 
I believe we an already see some of this constraini ng in 
the language of Fresh expressions. For me we have m oved 
from the language OF EMERGING Church a verb which i s a 
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doing, growing dynamic word, TO the wording of Fres h 
expression a noun that suggests we have arrived and  know 
what this looks like. So many fresh expressions are  
basically attractional models of church, that don’t  make 
ask any real questions. 
 
 
So What I want to offer today is a missionary apolo getic 
that come from the practice of The church on edge p roject 
draws from the missionary traditions of Vincent Don ovan and 
Stanley Jones Christ of the Indian road and Water Buffalo 
Theology , written by Kosuke Koyama, all the way back to 
Acts 17 where Paul contextualised the gospel and us ed the 
language of the Unknown God. And I believe begins t o break 
the gravitational pull. 
 
SLIDE 5  Church on the edge was a project that started with  
lots of questions, and sought answers from practice . It is 
a partnership with the Diocese here, FYT and Church  
Missionary society. 
It is missional in that we don’t see mission as a p roject 
of the church but as the dna of Christianity God is  a 
missionary god who crosses frontiers. Father sends the son 
the Father and Son sends the spirit, and together t hey send 
the church. So we intentionally set out to be and g row 
church. Finally we wanted the space to reflect in a  no 
holds barred way, to ask and look for answers to di fficult 
questions. Slide 6  
 
One of the things I have encountered time and time again in 
this work is a captivity of the imagination. Let me  just 
show you this short film ( Slide 7 lift the lid) 
 
Now it is not the young peoples imagination that is  
restricted but ours as missionaries and we are rest ricted 
by our approaches to church. Intellectual and histo rical 
approaches that don’t reflect the missionary circum stance. 
Time and time I hear of practice with young people where to 
all intents and purposes the work is an expression of 
church but the language cant be used, and this limi ts the 
depth of the group and opportunity to grow. 
 
Turn to the person next to you discuss if you have ever 
been engaged work that you FEEL is like church but others 
wouldn’t call church 
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With the establishment of Christianity as the state  
religion we have lost some of the vitality of Chris tianity 
that Christ taught and lived. We have reduced the 
revelation of Jesus to an ethical code or to a noti on of 
what is true, where discipleship is seen as no more  than 
assent to a set of propositions. This is no more tr uer when 
we think of church. This living hope for humanity, has been 
reduced to a set of propositions, with articles of faith 
about who is in and who is out. 
 
 Jesus didn’t live or teach this way, he was beyond  ethics 
of this nature. Take for example the ethic of not s tealing, 
which is fine but what happens when the person is s tarving, 
Christianity is a faith that both answers our quest ions and 
questions our answers.  Slide 8 
 
So if we be faithful to Christ and think we have an swers to 
what church is, we need ask some serious questions about 
those answers. So lets rethink about church in this  more 
open way. 
 
Ephesians 5   
 22Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. 23For the husband is the head of the 
wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. 24Now as the 
church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.  

 25Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her 
26to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, 27and to 
present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, 
but holy and blameless. 28In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their 
own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. 29After all, no one ever hated his own 
body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church— 30for we are members 
of his body. 31"For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his 
wife, and the two will become one flesh." 32This is a profound mystery—but I am talking 
about Christ and the church. 

 
 
Slide 9 first off we see that church itself defies this 
sort prop ositional approach, MYSTERY, is the key point I 
want to draw out here, Church is MYSTERY so to say it is 
this or that is counter to this text. 
 
But today I wanted I read it with the broader conte xt, to 
note that Christ gave Himself up for the church to make her 
holy and blameless and I am sure there are some thi ngs we 
as individuals may need to give up in order to libe rate the 
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church become all that she might. My instinct here is one 
thing we may need to put aside is power, Christ bec ame 
powerless on the cross which opened the way to trut h and 
reconciliation, how much do we as leaders need to p ut aside 
our power so we might liberate others to lead us in to truth 
and reconciliation. How can we as leaders give our youth 
workers/ missionaries to young people the space to try new 
things, we need to don our flack jackets and take t he stick 
from parents and congregations to give the new thin gs 
chance to grow even though may look nothing like wh at we 
intended. 
 
What else do we see in the biblical narrative about  church, 
it is well known that the word Church (ekklesia) on ly 
occurs twice in the gospels (matt 16:18 Peter the r ock and 
matt 18 where ever two or three are gathered) and t hat  
Christ spoke more about kingdom than church and it was 
Alfred Loisy who said  
“Jesus proclaimed the Kingdom of God and it was the  church 
which came” 
 
Whilst the link between kingdom and church is open to 
various discussions Newbigin may be helpful who sug gests 
that the call of the church is  
 
“to be a credible sign, instrument and foretaste of  Gods 
reign over all the nations and all things”   
 
What else we see in the biblical text is that when church 
is discussed in rest of the new testament is that i t is 
always described analogically or metaphorical, the body the 
vine. Mineaver suggest there over 90 images but the  common 
theme to all is that they are both about attitude o f being 
church and the course of action” 
 
So having looked to biblical text to explore church  lets 
look to our traditions of mission to see what we ca n learn. 
Mission  Slide 10 
Once we get beyond the imperial approach that saw m ission 
and conquest going hand in hand, we learn several k ey 
points. 
 
In the introduction to Christainity Rediscovered a student 
neatly sums up Donovans work with the now well quot ed 
statement 
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“in working with young people do not call them to w here 
they were and do not call them to where you are as 
beautiful a place as they may seem to you. You must  have 
the courage to go with them to a new place that nei ther you 
nor they have been before” 
 
The stories that come back from the mission field a re that 
God is already present and our role is to get in on  Her act 
rather than forge our own path (Jesus only did what  he saw 
his father in heaven doing) That is about process a nd 
outcome, actions need to match words, and there is need for 
liberation both from the captivity of poverty and t he 
poverty of the mind. Friere an educationalist and C hristian 
socialist approaches this as the ontological impera tive - 
human life has to preserved and liberated, or to pa raphrase 
Jesus life and life in all its fullness 
 
( slide 11) When we begin to re-look at church and mission 
in this way we see that they are two sides of the s ame 
coin, not separate entities. Mission in a post Chri stian 
world is as much about doing mission as it is about  being 
church. Back to the biblical images attitude and ac tion you 
could say what most of know as church is about the 
attitude/ being and mission is the course of action . This 
is slightly over simplified as you need to the tens ion of 
mission oriented in the attitude holding both in a creative 
tension and NOT separate a BOTH/AND approach. I wou ld even 
go as far as to say that most what we understand ch urch to 
be at the moment in the UK has so separated church and 
mission that it cannot be church when looked at fro m this 
theological perspective.   
 
So engaging in mission intentionally to be and grow  church, 
changes the paradigm. First off it challenges the i dea of 
church planting as A – we cannot gain a fixed idea as to 
what church is from the biblical narrative, and B, we don’t 
what sort of church is relevant for that community,  it 
needs to emerge and grow, rather than be dictated t o. 
 
( Slide 12) The possible bigger implication is that old 
metaphor of mission as a bridge into church no long er holds 
any currency. And if we accept that church as we kn ow it, 
no longer holds the central position and we are in a new 
missionary context we need to start growing church from 
scratch with all the possibilities that embraces, a nd in a 
way that is not squashed by the imaginary lid of ou r old 
power and control dominated theology  
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 BUT if the old bridge has collapsed and we are in the sea 
HOW do we go forward– (slide 13) First a new metaphor 
Tacking, a sailing ship cant sail directly into the  wind it 
zig and zags it way forward.  
 
If we are being and growing church and seeing churc h as 
both the journey and destination where are we headi ng, what 
are we tacking towards (slide 14)  well to borrow from 
another biblical metaphor, I would suggest  The city on the 
hill is lit by the ethics of Christ, 
The journey helps you recognise the light 
You may loose sight of the city from time to time a nd can 
only see the distant glow 
You are always moving even when alone but at some p oint you 
will need to travel with others 
 
(Slide 15)  The notion of Tacking is inspired when I looked 
at Christs journey, there was no direct route but w hen ever 
he had an encounter there was an important transfor mation. 
Broadly the encounters and stories fall into 4 cate gories   
 
And these give us some parameters to journey, some compass 
points along the way, SLIDE 16  
 
Slide 17  As mentioned Church on the edge builds on the 
detached work and mission I have been involved with  for the 
past 20 years in the UK. Back in the early 90s I de veloped 
a detached work plan that ended up with what we cal led at 
the time a relational based expression of church, b ecause 
if we had come out we would have had most of fundin g taken 
away. So for COE we adapted these stages to work in  
settings beyond detached and embrace this more open  
ecclesiology EXPLIAN STAGES 
 
Then when you over layer this which the rest of wha t have 
been talking about you get this (slide 18)    
 
 
 
Slide 19 new language 
 
Slide 20 
 
So we have looked at the biblical text and theology  of 
church, explored the traditions of mission and now we come 
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to the culture we engaging and what is happening on  the 
ground and what we can learn form this 
 
So let me tell you’re the story of possibilities. 
 
Today I bring you greetings from the church of flow . Flow 
is the name for God of a local tribe I work with. I n this 
case it is a tribe just up the road. 
 
Flow as a name for God and as mentioned earlier pre mise of 
the work is explore what missionary work in our pos t 
Christian country may look like, to find out what G od is 
doing locally and by what name she is known, and to  get in 
on that work, rather than going and saying I have God, I 
know what God looks like and by what name he is cal led, and 
I want to tell you about him.  
 
We discovered the word as we questioned a group of skaters 
about how they felt when they skated. The response to “is 
it a spiritual experience?” was “you are just lost in the 
moment and you just flow!” My response was I think that 
maybe God but you don’t have a language to describe  it, 
which started a journey to discover Flow, through 
conversations, pilgrimage, provocations and re-
contextualised bible study. This is when we take a bible 
story and rework into Flow language, (there are few  around 
the room if you want to have a read) in the beginni ng was 
Flow and Flow was God and Flow was with God, we als o did 
the trick of great worth, and a retelling of Abraha m and 
Isaac. The key was we told the stories but we don’t  
interpret them or explain, just ask questions to he lp 
unlock the meaning. 
 
. 
 
Slide 21 
We went with the young people on the skate and bike  
pilgrimage I told and on the first evening I told t his 
story 

Abs and Flow 

In a town not so far from here there was man known as Abs. 
The town was a pretty desolate place, with not much  going 
on, so Abs grew up to skate and ride, as soon as he  put his 
foot on his first board he knew he was born to ride . As he 
rode he experienced life and energy in a way he had  never 
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known before. The more he rode the more he Flowed w ith this 
life and energy. Slowly Abs began to understand the  life 
and energy was beyond him, it was not created by hi m, or 
generated by him, but as he forgot himself in the r ide he 
would experience it more and more. Abs began to cal l this 
life and energy, Flow.  He started to recognise whe n he was 
about ride with Flow, and when Flow was not present . The 
more he understood and experienced Flow the more he  wanted 
to be in Flow all the time. Slowly Abs felt Flow be ginning 
to communicate with him, it was strange, unnerving,  and Abs 
was not sure at first if he was imagining things.  But he 
knew Flow. Unsure he murmured to himself, as much a s to the 
Flow, that he wanted to experience Flow all the tim e. 
Whether it was a voice, an internal impression of a  voice, 
or just something in his mind Abs was unsure, but h e knew 
it was Flow.  But what Flow was communicating to hi m seemed 
a strange contradiction,  he felt the  voice was te lling 
him that  if he really wanted to know Flow then he would 
have to break his skateboard. Abs was confused, was n’t it 
through riding that he first really began to experi ence 
Flow?  Wasn’t it through those moments of laughter and 
relief after pulling the best hand plant, or kick f lip that 
Flow was most present? Yet Abs longed for more and had 
grown to trust Flow and so reluctantly he made his way to 
the Skatepark Quarter, the highest ramp around to s mash his 
board on the concrete edge of the ramp. 

  
As I said I didn’t give the interpretation but just  asked 
questions and prompted dialogue 
 
Next day we went down to the bowl in Hayle……….tell story 
 
 
Discuss was that God? 
 
Once back we reflected on the conversations and I a sked if 
they would be willing as a group to keep exploring Flow 
explaining the idea of being on a journey together and 
asking their permission to keep asking questions an d 
promoting dialogue. I explained I saw this an expre ssion of 
church and would they be willing to come on this jo urney to 
discover what church looked like in this context. T hen to 
seal the deal offered a rite of passage process for  those 
interested to undertake. 
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( Slide 22) So finally what does this cultural engagement 
teach me about God. The process of being and growin g with 
people out there has fuelled my faith way beyond wh at 
sitting in church on Sunday morning ever does.  I h ave 
learnt News ways of encountering and relating to Go d. 
learning what it means to let go and be yoked to Ch rist. 
Biblically new concepts from the text have been 
encountered, a growing ecclesiology, questions of b aptism, 
commitment, the importance of rites of passage …the  list 
goes on.    
 
 
And my prayer as I close this session is that As yo u leave 
today and see the young people hanging out on the s treets, 
walk past the big issue sellers, the group of skate rs, the 
hen party out for a good time. As you see the commu nities 
of young people in school uniform, or the uniform o f the 
street in which they live …. if just once we would let go 
of our perceived wisdom and somehow, somewhere enga ge these 
communities with the missionary courage they deserv e..  
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Fishnets Church on the edge Missionary apologetics (Slide 1) 
 
Intro to self and FYT 
 
Vincent Donovan wrote the following challenge “As y ou sit 
watching the sinking sun you wonder if there were s till 
time for missionaries somewhere somehow to be able to just 
once carry out the missionary work as it should be carried 
out … 
 
So lets kick off with a story 
 
After many years of hard work an inventor discovered the art of making fire, so he took his 
tools to the snow clad northern mountains, and initiated the local tribe into the art and 
advantages of making fire. The locals became absorbed in this new thing, so much so that it did 
not occur to them to thank the inventor. The inventor was one of those rare human beings who 
didn’t need to be revered, such was his greatness, all the inventor sought was the satisfaction of 
knowing that someone had benefited from his discovery.  
 
The next tribe he went to was just as eager to learn, but the local priests were jealous of the 
strangers hold on the people so had the inventor assassinated. To cover up their crime they had 
a portrait painted of the inventor, and set it on the main alter of the temple, they even wrote a 
liturgy so his name would be revered and remembered, they enshrined the fire making tools in 
casket and it was said that they healing to all who laid hands on them with faith.  
 
The priests came together and compiled a book on the life of the inventor, this holy book told of 
the inventors loving kindness and it was offered as an example for others to emulate, and his 
deeds were so eulogized and his superhuman nature made an article of faith. The priests 
ensured it was handed down the generations, and the liturgy was kept, they ruthlessly punished 
people who questioned or deviated from the doctrines. Caught up as they were in these 
religious tasks the people completely forgot the art of making fire.  

 
I love that story and it is interesting to ask wher e do we 
get our doctrines from. 
 
Richardson writes in one those rare books on Christ ian 
doctrine (it is rare because it is small AND access ible) 
that  
 
Slide 2 “All Christian doctrine arises from Christian 
experience”   
For a reflective practitioner such as myself this i s an 
incredibly hopeful statement. It validates the prax is 
approach to mission and ecclesiology (the theology of 
church). It also gives space for developing doctrin e and 
possibly theology in and out of the current context  or 
experience.  
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Another Richardson quote that caught my attention w as  
 
Slide 3 “the earliest doctrinal statements were thus 
missionary apologetics, not intellectual systems of  
theological speculation”. 
 
The question is has our Christian experience been o f a 
people who make fire or of a people who have forgot ten the 
art of fire making, because it is the fire makers, who can 
help us develop a missiology that arises from exper ience 
and is relevant in March 2009 rather than an intell ectual 
system or approach to church that is heavenly minde d but no 
earthly good. 
 
So what I hope to outline today is an approach to c hurch 
and mission that comes from the experience of makin g fire 
on the ground with young people. For some of you th is will 
be a missionary apologetic that challenges the norm, it 
certainly questions many of our current approaches to 
church but I hope to show how the learning from the se 
experiences of mission offer a new way of thinking about 
church, that when tried help you firestarters out t here 
reignite the communities you serve. 
 
(Slide 4)  Chris Neal from CMS suggests our biggest problem 
to mission is that our approach to church and missi on in 
the west is so tied up with our modernist/ Christen dom 
orientated past it creates a gravitation pulls that  
inhibits us from moving on and at a recent gatherin g on of 
missional communities asked What resources will giv e us 
enough velocity to break out?  
 
Two key issues are that we have developed a theolog y and 
ecclesiology that controls and constrains rather th an 
liberates the church to become what she could be. S econdly 
our approach to ecclesiology is such that church ha s become 
a holy cow that runs the risk of standing in the ro ad of 
change and no one seems willing to move or challeng e it. 
  
BUT we need to challenge these conceptions yet when  we do 
we run the risk of being labelled heretical, and it  closes 
down adult conversation and practice. It is too eas y to 
forget that todays orthodoxy was yesterdays heresy.   
 
I believe we an already see some of this constraini ng in 
the language of Fresh expressions. For me we have m oved 
from the language OF EMERGING Church a verb which i s a 
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doing, growing dynamic word, TO the wording of Fres h 
expression a noun that suggests we have arrived and  know 
what this looks like. So many fresh expressions are  
basically attractional models of church, that don’t  make 
ask any real questions. 
 
 
So What I want to offer today is a missionary apolo getic 
that come from the practice of The church on edge p roject 
draws from the missionary traditions of Vincent Don ovan and 
Stanley Jones Christ of the Indian road and Water Buffalo 
Theology , written by Kosuke Koyama, all the way back to 
Acts 17 where Paul contextualised the gospel and us ed the 
language of the Unknown God. And I believe begins t o break 
the gravitational pull. 
 
SLIDE 5  Church on the edge was a project that started with  
lots of questions, and sought answers from practice . It is 
a partnership with the Diocese here, FYT and Church  
Missionary society. 
It is missional in that we don’t see mission as a p roject 
of the church but as the dna of Christianity God is  a 
missionary god who crosses frontiers. Father sends the son 
the Father and Son sends the spirit, and together t hey send 
the church. So we intentionally set out to be and g row 
church. Finally we wanted the space to reflect in a  no 
holds barred way, to ask and look for answers to di fficult 
questions. Slide 6  
 
One of the things I have encountered time and time again in 
this work is a captivity of the imagination. Let me  just 
show you this short film ( Slide 7 lift the lid) 
 
Now it is not the young peoples imagination that is  
restricted but ours as missionaries and we are rest ricted 
by our approaches to church. Intellectual and histo rical 
approaches that don’t reflect the missionary circum stance. 
Time and time I hear of practice with young people where to 
all intents and purposes the work is an expression of 
church but the language cant be used, and this limi ts the 
depth of the group and opportunity to grow. 
 
Turn to the person next to you discuss if you have ever 
been engaged work that you FEEL is like church but others 
wouldn’t call church 
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With the establishment of Christianity as the state  
religion we have lost some of the vitality of Chris tianity 
that Christ taught and lived. We have reduced the 
revelation of Jesus to an ethical code or to a noti on of 
what is true, where discipleship is seen as no more  than 
assent to a set of propositions. This is no more tr uer when 
we think of church. This living hope for humanity, has been 
reduced to a set of propositions, with articles of faith 
about who is in and who is out. 
 
 Jesus didn’t live or teach this way, he was beyond  ethics 
of this nature. Take for example the ethic of not s tealing, 
which is fine but what happens when the person is s tarving, 
Christianity is a faith that both answers our quest ions and 
questions our answers.  Slide 8 
 
So if we be faithful to Christ and think we have an swers to 
what church is, we need ask some serious questions about 
those answers. So lets rethink about church in this  more 
open way. 
 
Ephesians 5   
 22Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. 23For the husband is the head of the 
wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior. 24Now as the 
church submits to Christ, so also wives should submit to their husbands in everything.  

 25Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her 
26to make her holy, cleansing her by the washing with water through the word, 27and to 
present her to himself as a radiant church, without stain or wrinkle or any other blemish, 
but holy and blameless. 28In this same way, husbands ought to love their wives as their 
own bodies. He who loves his wife loves himself. 29After all, no one ever hated his own 
body, but he feeds and cares for it, just as Christ does the church— 30for we are members 
of his body. 31"For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his 
wife, and the two will become one flesh." 32This is a profound mystery—but I am talking 
about Christ and the church. 

 
 
Slide 9 first off we see that church itself defies this 
sort prop ositional approach, MYSTERY, is the key point I 
want to draw out here, Church is MYSTERY so to say it is 
this or that is counter to this text. 
 
But today I wanted I read it with the broader conte xt, to 
note that Christ gave Himself up for the church to make her 
holy and blameless and I am sure there are some thi ngs we 
as individuals may need to give up in order to libe rate the 
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church become all that she might. My instinct here is one 
thing we may need to put aside is power, Christ bec ame 
powerless on the cross which opened the way to trut h and 
reconciliation, how much do we as leaders need to p ut aside 
our power so we might liberate others to lead us in to truth 
and reconciliation. How can we as leaders give our youth 
workers/ missionaries to young people the space to try new 
things, we need to don our flack jackets and take t he stick 
from parents and congregations to give the new thin gs 
chance to grow even though may look nothing like wh at we 
intended. 
 
What else do we see in the biblical narrative about  church, 
it is well known that the word Church (ekklesia) on ly 
occurs twice in the gospels (matt 16:18 Peter the r ock and 
matt 18 where ever two or three are gathered) and t hat  
Christ spoke more about kingdom than church and it was 
Alfred Loisy who said  
“Jesus proclaimed the Kingdom of God and it was the  church 
which came” 
 
Whilst the link between kingdom and church is open to 
various discussions Newbigin may be helpful who sug gests 
that the call of the church is  
 
“to be a credible sign, instrument and foretaste of  Gods 
reign over all the nations and all things”   
 
What else we see in the biblical text is that when church 
is discussed in rest of the new testament is that i t is 
always described analogically or metaphorical, the body the 
vine. Mineaver suggest there over 90 images but the  common 
theme to all is that they are both about attitude o f being 
church and the course of action” 
 
So having looked to biblical text to explore church  lets 
look to our traditions of mission to see what we ca n learn. 
Mission  Slide 10 
Once we get beyond the imperial approach that saw m ission 
and conquest going hand in hand, we learn several k ey 
points. 
 
In the introduction to Christainity Rediscovered a student 
neatly sums up Donovans work with the now well quot ed 
statement 
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“in working with young people do not call them to w here 
they were and do not call them to where you are as 
beautiful a place as they may seem to you. You must  have 
the courage to go with them to a new place that nei ther you 
nor they have been before” 
 
The stories that come back from the mission field a re that 
God is already present and our role is to get in on  Her act 
rather than forge our own path (Jesus only did what  he saw 
his father in heaven doing) That is about process a nd 
outcome, actions need to match words, and there is need for 
liberation both from the captivity of poverty and t he 
poverty of the mind. Friere an educationalist and C hristian 
socialist approaches this as the ontological impera tive - 
human life has to preserved and liberated, or to pa raphrase 
Jesus life and life in all its fullness 
 
( slide 11) When we begin to re-look at church and mission 
in this way we see that they are two sides of the s ame 
coin, not separate entities. Mission in a post Chri stian 
world is as much about doing mission as it is about  being 
church. Back to the biblical images attitude and ac tion you 
could say what most of know as church is about the 
attitude/ being and mission is the course of action . This 
is slightly over simplified as you need to the tens ion of 
mission oriented in the attitude holding both in a creative 
tension and NOT separate a BOTH/AND approach. I wou ld even 
go as far as to say that most what we understand ch urch to 
be at the moment in the UK has so separated church and 
mission that it cannot be church when looked at fro m this 
theological perspective.   
 
So engaging in mission intentionally to be and grow  church, 
changes the paradigm. First off it challenges the i dea of 
church planting as A – we cannot gain a fixed idea as to 
what church is from the biblical narrative, and B, we don’t 
what sort of church is relevant for that community,  it 
needs to emerge and grow, rather than be dictated t o. 
 
( Slide 12) The possible bigger implication is that old 
metaphor of mission as a bridge into church no long er holds 
any currency. And if we accept that church as we kn ow it, 
no longer holds the central position and we are in a new 
missionary context we need to start growing church from 
scratch with all the possibilities that embraces, a nd in a 
way that is not squashed by the imaginary lid of ou r old 
power and control dominated theology  
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 BUT if the old bridge has collapsed and we are in the sea 
HOW do we go forward– (slide 13) First a new metaphor 
Tacking, a sailing ship cant sail directly into the  wind it 
zig and zags it way forward.  
 
If we are being and growing church and seeing churc h as 
both the journey and destination where are we headi ng, what 
are we tacking towards (slide 14)  well to borrow from 
another biblical metaphor, I would suggest  The city on the 
hill is lit by the ethics of Christ, 
The journey helps you recognise the light 
You may loose sight of the city from time to time a nd can 
only see the distant glow 
You are always moving even when alone but at some p oint you 
will need to travel with others 
 
(Slide 15)  The notion of Tacking is inspired when I looked 
at Christs journey, there was no direct route but w hen ever 
he had an encounter there was an important transfor mation. 
Broadly the encounters and stories fall into 4 cate gories   
 
And these give us some parameters to journey, some compass 
points along the way, SLIDE 16  
 
Slide 17  As mentioned Church on the edge builds on the 
detached work and mission I have been involved with  for the 
past 20 years in the UK. Back in the early 90s I de veloped 
a detached work plan that ended up with what we cal led at 
the time a relational based expression of church, b ecause 
if we had come out we would have had most of fundin g taken 
away. So for COE we adapted these stages to work in  
settings beyond detached and embrace this more open  
ecclesiology EXPLIAN STAGES 
 
Then when you over layer this which the rest of wha t have 
been talking about you get this (slide 18)    
 
 
 
Slide 19 new language 
 
Slide 20 
 
So we have looked at the biblical text and theology  of 
church, explored the traditions of mission and now we come 
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to the culture we engaging and what is happening on  the 
ground and what we can learn form this 
 
So let me tell you’re the story of possibilities. 
 
Today I bring you greetings from the church of flow . Flow 
is the name for God of a local tribe I work with. I n this 
case it is a tribe just up the road. 
 
Flow as a name for God and as mentioned earlier pre mise of 
the work is explore what missionary work in our pos t 
Christian country may look like, to find out what G od is 
doing locally and by what name she is known, and to  get in 
on that work, rather than going and saying I have God, I 
know what God looks like and by what name he is cal led, and 
I want to tell you about him.  
 
We discovered the word as we questioned a group of skaters 
about how they felt when they skated. The response to “is 
it a spiritual experience?” was “you are just lost in the 
moment and you just flow!” My response was I think that 
maybe God but you don’t have a language to describe  it, 
which started a journey to discover Flow, through 
conversations, pilgrimage, provocations and re-
contextualised bible study. This is when we take a bible 
story and rework into Flow language, (there are few  around 
the room if you want to have a read) in the beginni ng was 
Flow and Flow was God and Flow was with God, we als o did 
the trick of great worth, and a retelling of Abraha m and 
Isaac. The key was we told the stories but we don’t  
interpret them or explain, just ask questions to he lp 
unlock the meaning. 
 
. 
 
Slide 21 
We went with the young people on the skate and bike  
pilgrimage I told and on the first evening I told t his 
story 

Abs and Flow 

In a town not so far from here there was man known as Abs. 
The town was a pretty desolate place, with not much  going 
on, so Abs grew up to skate and ride, as soon as he  put his 
foot on his first board he knew he was born to ride . As he 
rode he experienced life and energy in a way he had  never 
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known before. The more he rode the more he Flowed w ith this 
life and energy. Slowly Abs began to understand the  life 
and energy was beyond him, it was not created by hi m, or 
generated by him, but as he forgot himself in the r ide he 
would experience it more and more. Abs began to cal l this 
life and energy, Flow.  He started to recognise whe n he was 
about ride with Flow, and when Flow was not present . The 
more he understood and experienced Flow the more he  wanted 
to be in Flow all the time. Slowly Abs felt Flow be ginning 
to communicate with him, it was strange, unnerving,  and Abs 
was not sure at first if he was imagining things.  But he 
knew Flow. Unsure he murmured to himself, as much a s to the 
Flow, that he wanted to experience Flow all the tim e. 
Whether it was a voice, an internal impression of a  voice, 
or just something in his mind Abs was unsure, but h e knew 
it was Flow.  But what Flow was communicating to hi m seemed 
a strange contradiction,  he felt the  voice was te lling 
him that  if he really wanted to know Flow then he would 
have to break his skateboard. Abs was confused, was n’t it 
through riding that he first really began to experi ence 
Flow?  Wasn’t it through those moments of laughter and 
relief after pulling the best hand plant, or kick f lip that 
Flow was most present? Yet Abs longed for more and had 
grown to trust Flow and so reluctantly he made his way to 
the Skatepark Quarter, the highest ramp around to s mash his 
board on the concrete edge of the ramp. 

  
As I said I didn’t give the interpretation but just  asked 
questions and prompted dialogue 
 
Next day we went down to the bowl in Hayle……….tell story 
 
 
Discuss was that God? 
 
Once back we reflected on the conversations and I a sked if 
they would be willing as a group to keep exploring Flow 
explaining the idea of being on a journey together and 
asking their permission to keep asking questions an d 
promoting dialogue. I explained I saw this an expre ssion of 
church and would they be willing to come on this jo urney to 
discover what church looked like in this context. T hen to 
seal the deal offered a rite of passage process for  those 
interested to undertake. 
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( Slide 22) So finally what does this cultural engagement 
teach me about God. The process of being and growin g with 
people out there has fuelled my faith way beyond wh at 
sitting in church on Sunday morning ever does.  I h ave 
learnt News ways of encountering and relating to Go d. 
learning what it means to let go and be yoked to Ch rist. 
Biblically new concepts from the text have been 
encountered, a growing ecclesiology, questions of b aptism, 
commitment, the importance of rites of passage …the  list 
goes on.    
 
 
And my prayer as I close this session is that As yo u leave 
today and see the young people hanging out on the s treets, 
walk past the big issue sellers, the group of skate rs, the 
hen party out for a good time. As you see the commu nities 
of young people in school uniform, or the uniform o f the 
street in which they live …. if just once we would let go 
of our perceived wisdom and somehow, somewhere enga ge these 
communities with the missionary courage they deserv e..  

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


