Jesus in the City – The Story So Far

Introduction

THE CONCEPT of a UK congress for Christians involved in urban settings is not a novel one, nor one which is the exclusive brainchild of one group of people. Nor is it a recent vision. For example, as early as 1974 the dream of a broadly-based, inclusive congress was floated by a group including Michael Eastman, Colin Marchant and David Sheppard. In 1978 a weekend consultation was held in Nottingham, under the impetus of Roger Sainsbury, which, in due course, helped prompt the formation of the Evangelical Coalition for Urban Mission (ECUM) in 1980.

Meanwhile, Ray Bakke and others in the US had established SCUPE (Seminary Consortium for Urban Pastoral Education), which facilitated the first US Congress on Urban Mission in 1978. This congress has been held every two years since then, and a number of UK delegates have attended and been influenced by its approach and its thinking. Ray Bakke toured the UK a number of times in the mid-1980s, and on each occasion a number of UK agencies have jointly sponsored the tours. Following the 1987 visit, the idea of a UK congress was again floated. Again, it seemed that the time was not right. Since then numerous urban conferences, consultations and initiatives in many parts of the UK have continued the process of networking.

Most recently the Scottish experience has been of significance. A Scottish Urban Mission Conference was held in Glasgow from 23 - 27 August 1993. Previous day conferences in Aberdeen, Dundee, Edinburgh and Glasgow had raised 12 issues, including "Understanding urban mission", "Coping with unemployment", "Housing and homelessness", "Women and violence" and "Communicating the good news". These were dealt with in groups each of whom had a resource person. Ray Bakke gave an input each morning. The conference was attended by 175 people, representing the widest possible cross- section of the Scottish churches. As a result of the conference, delegates are continuing to meet together in different places.

The urban scene in Northern Ireland has its own special problems arising from the "troubles". Especially since the 1988 Bakke tour, a number of informal networks have developed and there has been a growing awareness that those involved in the Province's urban scene have much to contribute as well as much to gain from networking on a UK-wide basis. Many who have been to the SCUPE conference, and others who have been networking in the UK, have eagerly looked for the right time and the right means of seeing the vision of a UK congress become reality.

Where did we begin?

It was a cold day in the winter of 1991. Three pinched figures huddled around cups of cheap coffee in the back room of a battle-scarred Elim church in urban Salford. Watery light filtered through the anti- vandal grilles. (Well, every story needs a bit of romance, doesn't it?) Pete Wildman from Liverpool and Neil Hudson, pastor of the Salford church, had met with Jenny Richardson, ECUM's Northern development officer. They had responded to a request to offer support and help Jenny work out her best strategy for having some impact on the Urban Mission scene in the North.

What emerged from our initial discussions was not what we expected. It felt as if, despite the excellent work being done by ECUM and others, the arena of urban work was becoming at the same time marginalized and diffused. Those who had carried the torch for so many years were going through some difficulties in maintaining their impetus, and were rethinking their mission; at the same time, urban mission was becoming central to the mission thinking of denominations and mission agencies. How could the two be brought together? How could the wisdom and experience of those who had fought the battle for many years inform the thinking of mainstream mission? How could we take advantage for the kingdom of the growing networks and the very evident and growing open-heartedness across denominational, cultural, national and theological divides? Above all, how could we ensure that the voice of the powerless, the marginalized, the "done to" could be heard by the planners the powerbrokers, the doers?

"Has anyone ever thought of having a, sort of, conference for people involved in urban mission", said Pete (renowned for his flashes of total originality). "It could include all sorts of people from all the different denominations and backgrounds. You know, not sponsored by anyone in particular so everyone feels free to come". "Gosh, what a totally original concept", yawned Neil. "Amazing it hasn't been thought of before". "Actually”, said Jenny...

Discussions on an Urban Congress

We invited Dave Cave to our next meeting in March 1992. The next step had to be to develop a rough concept and explore it through urban mission networks. Of course, unknown to us, the concept was already there and well thought about. We spent our time dreaming about a permanent InterCity forum, with its magazine (whose circulation was rivalled only by the "Sun"), its database and information service, book club, resources network. When the effects of the highly-caffeinated coffee (Traidcraft, I think) wore off, we focused on step one: an urban mission congress. To be successful it would have to involve the widest possible networks, be genuinely rooted in the urban experience, and be completely cross-cultural, cross-national and cross-everything else. We decided to take a few soundings and meet again. 

All the signs by then were that we were on the right lines. The EA executive committee had welcomed the initiative; this gave us at least one main co-ordinating agency prepared to sponsor what we were doing. ECUM, via Michael Eastman, had taken soundings through quite a wide network, and responses were favourable. It was time to put down some firm ideas. We put these in a paper which went forward under the inspired name of "LMS" - Liverpool, Manchester, Sheffield (somehow InterCity and LMS seemed to fit together. Train-spotting memories, no doubt). Still thinking of the permanent forum, we wrote this: 

"We believe that what the world does not need is another self-appointed and self-important organisation! We want to promote the idea of a National/International Conference on Urban Mission out of which will develop a group of people who will be committed to establishing and maintaining the InterCity Forum. We would expect the conference to be of great value in itself, but also to act as a catalyst and a launching pad for the permanent Forum. Aims, structure and personnel would be considered by the Conference, rather than by a select group of agencies. In this way we would want to promote empowering, rather than elitism." 

It was time to seek out like-minded people from within our own networks on the basis of: 

· 4 nations 

· genuine representation of urban mission settings 

· a genuinely cultural and ethnic mix. 

The first main meeting was planned for January 1993. 

First meeting

We met at the BBC offices in Manchester by the kind agreement of Norman Winter, head of religious programming. We all cautiously observed one another to ensure that nobody felt more at home than us in such a setting. It's important to record who was there, since it demonstrates both the commitment of many busy people to the concept, and the fact that we had begun to achieve our first goal - to be fully representative. 
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In many ways this was a key meeting. We considered a range of questions and came to a very firm conclusion that we had to pursue this dream until its conclusion, whether in holding a conference or in being fully persuaded not to. Most of the objectives and goals of a congress emerged during this discussion. 

Should such a congress be considered? Jeremiah 29:11 "seek the welfare of the city". 

It is absolutely vital to proceed with it at this time (DL). We need to hear what God is saying through those who are active in urban mission (Dave Cave). There was general agreement that such a congress would need to have an ongoing identity, to become a feature of national church life. 

What purposes would it serve? 

SCUPE model includes the following: 

1. A market place for resources 

2. A rallying-point for practitioners 

3. A place for storytelling and making connections 

4. A platform to address concerns to the nation 

5. A place for the interchange of skills. 

The umbrella aim would be to reduce isolation, and to learn from what is already happening. 

What impact should it have? 

The congress should have an impact first on leaders and potential leaders in urban settings. Secondly, it should present some identifiable spin-offs for members of urban congregations. Third, it should aim to have a political impact - to present a message to the policy-makers in the nation. The need to involve the media was identified as part of this aim. 

Who should be involved? 

Such a congress would need to be explicit in its inclusion of groups which have been marginalized. This was not easy to achieve, as some groups (E.g. Asian Christians) are unused to being consulted. There is often a cultural and even a language barrier. It is important that this congress should involve people who have something to say, but are not traditionally heard. Women need to be recognised by involvement at every level, and this involves practical considerations (E.g. childcare). 

The inherent paradox was identified: the conference might strive to present itself as a grassroots conference, but would inevitably be geared towards the "professionals", since many urban Christians were not comfortable with such events, and often couldn't or wouldn't travel. We considered two options: 1) A series of more locally based sub-conferences; 2) dealing with the cost implications of a national congress - possibly including the setting up of a travel pool to even out the costs to delegates. The second option was favoured. 

Who should plan and host the congress? 

Two options were presented: (1) it could be essentially an English-led initiative, with invitations to the other 3 nations in the UK to join in; (2) it could genuinely be a UK initiative. The danger was that it might fall between the two. It was felt that the enthusiasm was for a genuine UK congress involving Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland and England, as well as the various black majority and Asian churches. We recognised the organisational and cost difficulties which this implied, but felt strongly that it was the appropriate model. 

It was agreed that we should proceed to firm up the concept, and share it more widely before making a decision to proceed. To achieve this, the following process was agreed: 

1. To circulate the minutes of this meeting to those present, inviting further written responses based on their own views or on the canvassing of others in the field; 

2. To convene a meeting of a smaller, representative planning group whose task would be to take account of the submissions, and to develop and present two or three clear options for the congress; 

3. To convene a meeting of the original group plus up to four invited guests per delegate to receive the proposals and to make a decision about whether to and how to proceed. 

Planning group1: Ian Moir, Dewi Hughes, Patton Taylor, Jenny Richardson, Mike Wilson, Pradip Sudra, Dave Cave, Mike Eastman, Pete Wildman (secretary). 

Second Meeting

This consultation was held, again in Manchester, on 24th June 1993. We were at the Catacombs, a street outreach base in the heart of the city centre. With Alan Ashley's experience of providing substantial food for the homeless, we were assured of - and got - a good nosh. The BBC catered for the refined taste. The Catacombs was more interested in people with hollow legs. Members of the group were assiduously spreading the word through their networks and, apart from the thirty-ish people who attended, we had numerous apologies, information requests, and expressions of support. 

This time there was a firm and clear plan to look at and critique. Small groups and plenary sessions examined the angles, and debated some of the critical points. It was clearly emerging that, although the idea of the congress had begun from a broadly evangelical root, there was no preciousness about the concept: those most active in urban mission were most aware of the need for inclusiveness at every stage. The intention was being firmed up: 

"A UK congress of Christians working together for the welfare of urban areas to celebrate and reflect on God's creative and redeeming love in action"

Main Purposes 

· To seek the welfare of the city: to consider what is, and what should be 

· To celebrate God's creative and redeeming power in the city 

· To encourage interchange of ideas and the development of relationships 

· To be authentically representative of the urban church. 

Model 

· A triennial conference  

· Held over three days

· Held in a major urban centre

· Campus-based and/or involving extensive local hospitality 

Concept Group

The planning group was mandated by the consultation to develop the proposals. A number of meetings took place, initially at Adullam’s central office in Birmingham, later at Adullam's Resources office in Liverpool. The amount of time and energy put into these meetings reflects not just the commitment and dedication of those who met (which deserves much credit), but also the sense of working out a vision which was important for the church in the 1990s. Knotty issues were wrestled with; cream cakes were eaten (no, I'm not obsessed with food; it's just that I'm trying to lose weight, and somehow it's on my mind…). Clearly we had to encompass a lot of issues, resolve a number of potential areas of conflict, take into account some major events which would impact on our own plans.

Of no small importance was the issue of being inclusive. This ranged from how we could hold in tension the various denominational and theological persuasions to how we could take into account the travel costs of delegates from Northern Ireland, to how a voice could be given to constituencies which were unused to participation and being heard. Spiritual and practical issues intertwined (is there really any difference between the two?). 

There was one particular guiding light which enabled many conceptual difficulties to be overcome. The congress would be, in line with the whole process so far, relational. Our links are with people, not with denominations or constitutions or statements of faith. The idea of the congress was developed through a largely evangelical network, and from an evangelical root. All of those involved, however, have relationships which spread much more widely, and we have been encouraged by the response of those from Catholic and other persuasions whose hearts are large enough to include us, just as ours are open to them. 

Third Meeting

The final general consultation meeting was held in Liverpool on 22nd November 1993. Our tour of the culinary delights of England thus ended where it belonged, in the Mecca of English cuisine, with an Anfield Road special. If there's a better lunch on a cold day than scouse, cobs of bread, and jam doughnuts I don't know it (actually, I'm just being loyal; to be honest, I'm rather partial to a nice Balti). 

This meeting had four particular features. First we had wider representation from the Anglican church, including representatives from Liverpool, in the light of the proposal of Liverpool as a venue. Correspondence from Bishop Sheppard helped to sharpen up our thinking. Second, we had Catholic representation for the first time. Third, we obtained general consent to a model of organisation which spread the load across various groups and regions, endeavouring to demonstrate the UK-wide and fully-integrated approach we wished to take. Fourth, we were able to fix firmly on Liverpool as the preferred venue, subject to sorting out some important details about dates, involvement of the various groupings and suchlike. 

Why Liverpool? We had long seen the importance of having a venue which was (a) outside the usual South-East England centre; (b) accessible to all areas of the UK by trains and boats and planes (and cars); (c) able to offer a variety of accommodation; (d) able to demonstrate a variety of inner-city settings and projects; (e) likely to have a welcoming local church constituency. 

Liverpool offers all of these features. 

Getting there…

Writing up these notes reminds me of how far we have come, and just how much has had to be done. However, we have finally got to the point where we see only green lights. The congress will take place. It will be in Liverpool on 6th- 9th November 1995. We are planning for 1000 delegates. The "concept group" is now an "enabling group" with the task of setting up, by Easter 1994, an efficient and representative organisational structure involving working groups for the areas of Finance, Programme, Publicity and Venue; a steering group; and a wider consultative committee. Funding and offers of help have been received from Spring Harvest and others; a draft budget has been prepared - we are ready and eager to go! 

Pete Wildman, Secretary, 15th February 1994 

Additional Notes

1. Support, contributions and contacts 

This will look a bit boring, but it is important to register as many as we can of the many agencies who have been associated with the development of the initiative so far, and to indicate how far consultation and information has taken place. Being listed here does not imply that particular organisations support or are involved with the congress; merely that individuals within them have participated in the stages so far. Thank you for your time, money, energy, ideas, interest. 

Evangelical Alliance, Evangelical Coalition for Urban Mission; Evangelical Urban Training Project; Scripture Union, Alliance of Asian Christians, Mission among Asians in Britain; African-Caribbean Evangelical Alliance; Adullam Homes; Shaftesbury Society; Tear Fund; SCUPE (the Chicago urban congress); International Urban Associates (Ray Bakke); World Vision International; YWAM; Church Urban Fund; BBC Religious Affairs; Catacombs; Liverpool Christian Life Centre; Shalom Community Youth Ministries; Methodist Church Urban Mission Committee; Inner Cities Religious Council; Baptist Union; Newham Community Renewal Programme; New Testament Church of God; Church of England (various churches and agencies); London Urban Christians Together; Church Army; R.C. Bishops Conference; Church of Scotland National Mission; William Temple Foundation; British Church Growth Association; Assemblies of God; Spurgeon's College; Youth for Christ; Oasis; Elim; Greater Manchester Industrial Mission; Frontier Youth Trust. 

2. Budget 

1. The draft budget for the congress has been prepared on the basis of meeting the costs of the meetings and seminars. No accommodation charges or provision have been included (other than for main participants). We anticipate the use of hospitality and "bunking in" at church halls to reduce costs for those who need to, alongside the usual commercially available facilities. 

2. The charging rates allow for a reduction in the case of those travelling from Northern Ireland, as part of our objective of making the congress genuinely accessible across the UK. 

3. We have a requirement for £30,000 income from charitable institutions to enable to cost to be kept to reasonable levels. A number of agencies have already expressed an interest in offering grants. 



