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When I was a child, growing up in an FCC church in Scotland, I
loved to read missionary stories, and most of all, the stories of those
who were taking the gospel to the islands of the South Pacific. It
sounded wonderful to hear of the expansion of the gospel in those
far off lands. 

In Sunday School we were encouraged to take up special mission
offerings. We used  to sing, “Hear the pennies dropping, dropping one by
one, everyone for Jesus, he shall  have them all.” In those days, the old
halfpenny had a sailing ship on one side and we were encouraged to
think of that as a symbol of those sailing to other lands with the
gospel message. 

Today, some of those islands have a much higher percentage of
Christians than our own land. Fortunately for us, many in other
lands have also taken on board a passion for mission and are
wanting to take the gospel to other lands – including the UK. 

There are many Fijian Christians in the UK, some serving in the
NHS and some in the  British armed forces. They desire to see the
gospel spread in Britain. Some Fijian church leaders have made an
active connection with an FCC church in Rubery, Northfield,
Birmingham. Stephen and Valma Merrick are the pastors, and they
are working out a creative connection with these Fijian brothers and
sisters. 

It’s fascinating to see ourselves through the eyes of others. This
highly creative and energetic group of Christians have created a
couple of videos that speak about the challenge of mission in the UK.
The following links give you an idea as to how others see us.
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THE CONNECT CONFERENCE (PART TWO)
As you know, we have had to hold our Connect
Conference (AGM) in two parts this year.  Because of
Covid, the first part was on line, which was
important in terms of some key business.  However
we now want to hold a “live-in-person” event to
complete our business, to welcome  in new
churches, to share vision, to worship and to meet
one another again. We have had to  shift a few times
for practical reasons. The new date is Saturday 6th
November 2021. It will be in Birmingham and we
will announce the precise venue next month.  Please
mark this date in your diary.

INTRODUCING: SHARING JESUS 
DO YOU FIND IT DIFFICULT TO ADD SPIRITUAL CONTENT 

INTO YOUR COMMUNITY ACTIVITIES?

Join us on Thurs 29th Sept 7:30-
9pm for the launch of our new
resource Sharing Jesus 

The event is an introduction to a
new resource created especially
to help you add a  spiritual
dimension to existing outreach
activities and for groups on the
journey of  becoming a new 
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worshipping community, Fresh Expression of church, missional  community or church plant.
Join us for an evening of stories, input and discussion with the Fresh Expressions team  and
missiologist and writer Mike Moynagh, as we explore how to introduce Jesus and
conversations about faith into the groups and relationships we're a part of. This would be a
great event to invite friends and members of your congregation,  community, house group or
Fresh Expression along to. The event is free to attend but if you would like to make a donation
towards the event  and the work Fresh Expressions is doing then please select the ticket with
donation  option.
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‘THE ASSIGNMENT MADE ME GULP’: COULD TALKING TO
STRANGERS CHANGE MY LIFE?

“Is this your local spot?” You’ll be pleased to hear
that a lively conversation ensues – dyslexia and
sourdough bread are discussed – and afterwards
I experience a small buzz.

Conversations with strangers can be
exhilarating. Joe Keohane, a journalist and
author of The Power of Strangers, tells me my high
could be attributable to a sense of “relief” that an
uncertain situation has panned out well. A
professor he interviewed for his book linked it to
oxytocin, a chemical released in our brains when
we bond with others.

Yet strangers offer more than a temporary boost:
Keohane is convinced that many of our gravest
ills, both on an individual and societal scale, can
only be cured by engaging with people we don’t
know. We rarely interact with folks who don’t
share our views – except to cancel them on
Twitter. But in a world riven with political, social
and racial divides, speaking with strangers opens
windows to other minds. It can deepen empathy
by prompting us to see those around us as fully
formed individuals rather than cardboard cut-
outs. And it can alleviate loneliness.

The Guardian newspaper recently carried an article
that highlighted the power of simple conversation.
Their intention was not to convert anyone to
anything but just to experiment with the practice of
making contact with people. However, in terms of
“Go and Find”, there are some useful pointers. Here
are a few extracts from the article: 

It’s 7am on a Monday and my heart is racing.
Normally my Mondays are reserved for tedious
activities, but this morning I’m chasing a high.
I’m not in a nightclub greeting sunrise with a
tequila, sadly, but in an east London café. The
source of my palpitations? I’m steeling myself to
strike up a conversation with an unsuspecting
man a few tables away.

Given that I’m a journalist who interviews
people for a living, you might think I’m being
overly dramatic. But talking to strangers can be
terrifying. The unpredictability of how they will
respond to your overture, and the possibility of
rejection, is paralysing. Perhaps the worst fear
of all: might they find me annoying?

I eventually find my resolve, turn and squeak: 
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It may seem simple, but talking to strangers is a
dance like no other. Irrespective of whether
you’re extroverted or introverted, it requires
considerably more effort than gabbing with a
friend. “You have no frame of reference for this
person so you really have to listen and watch their
body language, while also thinking about your
response,” Keohane says. “It’s a very complex
interaction on a lot of levels.”

Oscar Ybarra, a psychologist at the University of
Michigan, , says speaking with strangers is a
form of “mental exercise” that can improve our
cognitive functioning. The more we do it, the
better we perform. But those muscles have
atrophied – especially for younger generations.
“Research shows college students have a really
hard time meeting new people,” says Keohane.
“Most of their communications have moved
online or on to phones, where you can control the
conversation: you can take all the time you want
to respond. This is the first time in history where
you don’t have to respond immediately to
someone who’s saying something to you. As a
result, there’s a serious erosion of social skills
among young people.”

It’s perhaps unsurprising, then, that youths
suffer from higher rates of loneliness compared
to other demographics. According to a 2019
YouGov survey, a staggering 88% of Brits aged 18-
24 experience loneliness to some degree
(compared to 70% of those aged over-55). While
strangers won’t fix this entirely – they’re not a
stand-in for primary relationships – they can
make us “feel connected and alleviate feelings of
estrangement and isolation,” Keohane says.

This filters into politics. Noreena Hertz, the
author of The Lonely Century (2021), is the latest
academic to link isolation to populism: she found
that loneliness connects far-right-wing voters in
the UK, France and the US. “A lot of the hardcore 

I’m undertaking a two-week experiment in
which I interact with as many strangers as
possible. The assignment made me gulp:
Londoners are hardly known for their warmth
(the capital was once judged the world’s second-
least-friendly city, after Paris).

But as the city reopens, there’s a certain
bonhomie in the air. Taking cues from Keohane,
I ignite chatter in supermarkets, shops and
restaurants. I join a running club. I tag along
with an activist for a “Free Listening” session
(based on a Californian movement) in which we
stand in a park with a sign and wait for people
to approach. I natter with homeless people,
elevator companions and waitstaff – but stop
short of accosting pedestrians in the street. The
point is not to be a public nuisance, but to see
what happens when I simply remove the
blinkers and am open to interacting with
unfamiliar faces.

Strangers represent a vast reservoir of colour,
comfort and intrigue. They can surprise us in
ways our friends cannot. But speaking to them
means reintroducing friction – an
uncomfortable moment here, a detour there –
into our lives. Although we’re out of practice, we
are “ultra-social apes” by nature, as evolutionary
psychologist Michael Tomasello says, and our
skills will sharpen quickly if we put in the work.
Potentially life-changing payoffs await, but are
we willing to yank ourselves off autopilot?

“The need to speak to strangers is greater now
than it has been in a very long time,” Keohane
says. Although we’ve been retreating from the
physical world since the turn of the millennium,
the pandemic dialled up our insularity and
“showed us the logical conclusion of that
trajectory: everything is done on the internet
and there’s a total cessation of contact,” he says.
“You get everything delivered, never leave your
house and never mingle.”
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I ask Keohane about his most memorable
stranger interaction and he tells me about a
homeless woman – a young artist – who lives on
42nd Street and Fifth Avenue in Manhattan. “I
consider that a perfect stretch of urban life:
there’s the main branch of the New York Public
Library, which is a spectacular building, and
behind it is Bryant Park, which is gorgeous.
There’s a diner a block away where I have lunch,
there’s a coffee place I go to. It’s great,” Keohane
says. But she sees this patch differently. One
morning, a man dragged her into Bryant Park
and tried to sexually assault her; his efforts were
foiled by a doorman from a nearby hotel who
tackled him to the ground. Strangers hurt and
saved her.

“What I think is a perfect place is nightmarish for
somebody else,” says Keohane. “It’s unlocked a
whole new dimension of experience I was blind
to before. Now I have a much more complicated
perception – and I gained access to it because
one day I started talking to her.”

Therein lies the true power of strangers. They can
make our lives happier, knottier and more
colourful. But most of all, they force us to open
our eyes.

The Power of Strangers: The Benefits of Connecting
in a Suspicious World by Joe Keohane is published
by Penguin at 16.99. Buy it at
guardianbookshop.com for £14.78.

conspiracy-mongering and extremism we’re
seeing can be tied to people feeling that they’re
not being listened to,” Keohane says.

Fear of rejection is a crippling and common
thought, but Keohane says people are friendlier
– or more polite – than we think. A 2019 study
in which hundreds of participants in Chicago
and London approached strangers, resulted in
zero rejections. Even on London trains – ground
zero in frostiness – there were, shockingly, no
rebuffs.

Want to start chatting to strangers? Pocket your
headphones and go for a walk. “Just notice
people,” Keohane says. “See what they’re
wearing, how they’re moving. Root yourself in
the world.” Try to make eye contact and, if they
return your gaze, smile. But don’t stare; there’s
a fine line between friendly and Freddy Krueger.
In two weeks, I can count on one hand the
number of pedestrians who made eye contact.
But the mere act of noticing others – a man
unpacking pastries, a woman resembling her
whippet – was surprisingly satisfying. And
security guards became reliable sources of
grins.

It needn’t be an hour-long heart-to-heart in
order for an interaction to be beneficial. Gillian
Sandstrom, a psychologist at the University of
Essex, has concluded that even fleeting
interactions can make us feel more connected to
our surrounds. She’s right: time and again, my
buzz returned. When it seemed like someone
might be up for a chat, rather than opting for
the standard “How are you?” I commented on
their sneakers or book. If they asked how I was,
I replied honestly: hungover, stressed, happy. I
tweaked the script ever so slightly, as Keohane
suggested, to prevent people from cruising
through our conversation unblinkingly. It often
worked.

https://guardianbookshop.com/the-power-of-strangers-9780241399132.html
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England's 2004 report, "Mission-shaped Church",
which recognised that these new initiatives
popping up around the edge of the Church were
quite different from being a parish priest. 

When it first appeared, finding people to do any
sort of training proved challenging, and so it's
definitely been a case of learning through
practice and seeing how things go and what
works and what doesn't, and how best to
resource it. 

Something that we have a much better
understanding of now is how long something
might take. In Pioneer Practice, I've not only
included the stories of practitioners but also
timelines, because what can happen sometimes
is that the Church thinks: we'll invest in
something for two years and then we'll have a
new church on this housing estate! But if no one's
been there before, experience suggests the
timeline might be more like eight to 10 years! 

Resourcing pioneering projects is a question
because I think the Church at the moment,
particularly post-Covid, probably feels the need
to pioneer perhaps more than ever because the
landscape's changed so much, and yet is
thinking, well, the money's run out and we need
to keep everything going so we'll cut central posts
and new posts. 

How you hold those two things together, I don't
know. But certainly a lot of the students that have
trained with us at CMS over the last decade have
paid their own way. They're doing it in their
spare time, fitting it in around other things. And
actually, we need pioneering models that are not
full-time paid professionals but people who are
perhaps doing some detached youth work on an
estate or starting a side project that can grow
into something bigger.

The Home cafe was able to quickly adapt after the
start of the pandemic, becoming a vital meal delivery
service for vulnerable members of the community. 
 There are some people who will never set foot in a
conventional church, so how can the Church reach
them? Jonny Baker, Director of Mission Education at
Church Mission Society, has written his latest book,
Pioneer Practice, to inspire people to think about
some of the creative ways they can reach out to their
communities - and how to get these projects off the
ground. He speaks to Christianity Today about his
new book and the fruit he's seeing in pioneer mission. 

PIONEER PRACTICE

CT: You've been involved in pioneer mission for
many years. Have you seen it evolve or  'mature'
since you first started doing it? 

Jonny: There's always been pioneering but we
haven't necessarily called it that. If you got out a  
dictionary of saints, I think 95 per cent would
meet the criteria of pioneers. The Church has
always innovated and had people who pushed
beyond the edges, but they often only get 
 celebrated and recognised afterwards! It's often
the case that things were difficult when they 
 were doing the actual pioneering, because it
can be perceived as a threat to business as usual. 

So we're not doing anything new per se, but the
current 'wave' if you like came to be called 
 pioneering off the back of the Church of 

https://www.getsidetracked.co/
https://weeklyword.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=65605d9dbab0a19355284d8df&id=188e5bddd5&e=6e63c0ede3
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Jonny: Obviously Covid's been difficult for
everyone but it was certainly interesting in the
early phases of the pandemic to see that pioneers
were actually really quick to adapt, I think partly
because they are naturally creative, adaptable
and flexible. So they were able to quickly adapt to
online and new ways of connecting with people. 

At the heart of pioneering is locating yourself in
the neighbourhood and community, and not in a
church bubble so pioneers tend to have lots of
relationships, and so they were naturally well
placed to reach out to people who were struggling
when Covid hit. 

For example, the Home cafe started making
meals and delivering them to the vulnerable. It's
changed their whole approach to being a cafe,
and they've set up a charity now and are running
a food bank out of the venue and connecting with
a whole set of people who are at the margins. 

Another guy, Adam, set up a fresh expression
called Revs for classic car lovers which meets
around classic cars and fixing them up. He found
that community struggling online like lots of
other people so he set up a festival and ran a few
weekends online and it just went ballistic. The
festivals weren't Christian but he did a blessing at
the end. Nonetheless, he's ended up with a
network of around 6,000 classic car lovers and
he's become a sort of chaplain for that
community.

CT: So it's very versatile? 

Jonny: I would say that pioneering itself is really
the gift of seeing something that's possible. So 
 rather than seeing things the way they've always
been done, we imagine what it could be like  and
then we build on that. The expectation could be
that we build a church from a new group  of
people that are currently outside the church, but
actually pioneers do all sorts of things and  it's all
kingdom stuff. So that could be a new
community of disciples but it could be something  
else altogether, like a charity or a drop-in centre
for people on the margins.

But whatever it is, it's about seeing something
that could be changed and made better in the 
 world, and then building something to respond
to that. At its simplest, pioneering is that 
 combination of seeing and building.

What we don't want to do is just land something
on, for example, a housing estate without  paying
attention to the culture of that estate and
thinking about whether that's appropriate.  The
pioneering approach is to try and listen to the
local culture and do something that fits.

CT: We've all experienced digital church in the
last year. Is there also a digital space for pioneer
mission?
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CHURCH PLANTING IN THE CHURCH OF ENGLAND
 Paul Bradbury considers the new (multiple) Church of England plans to plant 10,000 churches. To keep

our priorities right, we need to make sure our ambitions serve our vocation, and recognise that faithfulness
can look like failure as well as success. 

At the Centre for Church Multiplication (CCX) conference recently a new initiative was launched.
Called Myriad, from the Greek for ‘a great number’, the initiative aims to enable the planting of
10,000 churches in 10 years within the Anglican church. Meanwhile the Archbishop of York, as part
of the developing vision and strategy for the Church of England recently spoke of a “creating 10,000
new Christian communities across the four areas of home, work/education, social and digital”. 

Ambitious targets 
 By any standards these are hugely ambitious targets. They also draws comparison with previous
initiatives such as the Decade of Evangelism and DAWN 2000 which both had similarly ambitious
targets and timeframes. Results for both of these projects do not, it has to be said, give such
ambitious initiatives a good reputation. So can we, or should we, be ambitious about church
planting? 

To begin with, ambition does seem to have a rather negative reputation within the Christian
tradition, being seen as something of the world, not so much the Church. Certainly, the life and
teaching of Jesus would surely advocate downward mobility, sacrifice, humble service. All of which
seems a long way from ambitious strategies and outrageous goals. 

Christlike ambition? 
Yet Jesus did have ambition. He had a drive and determination to fulfil a vision. And there were
times when he had what seems like a strategic determination to grasp that vision, for example in his
response to the Canaanite woman (Matt 15:24) and the pivot and move toward the crisis of the cross
(Luke 9:51). Furthermore, he commissioned his disciples with some pretty audacious ambitions – to
do as he did (John 20:21), to make disciples of all nations (Matt 28:19) and to be his witnesses in an
expanding movement across the known world (Acts 1:8). Paul too demonstrated a strategic ambition
in his determination to live out the huge call on his life to preach the gospel to the Gentiles. 

Called to reproduce 
 So can we be ambitious to plant churches? I guess to answer this question we need to ask, are we,
the church, called and gifted to plant churches? To which I would say yes. But with some caveats.
Firstly I would put it differently and say that the church is called to reproduce itself in every time,
culture and context. And I would argue that the very nature of the church is that it has the potential
to do this – note, potential, not right or expectation. 

Paul Bradbury is leader of Poole Missional Communities, a tutor with CMS Pioneer Mission Leadership
Training and co-creator of the Pioneer Spectrum tool. 

https://weeklyword.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=65605d9dbab0a19355284d8df&id=188e5bddd5&e=6e63c0ede3
https://weeklyword.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=65605d9dbab0a19355284d8df&id=188e5bddd5&e=6e63c0ede3
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We should change our standard of success from who has
the biggest church, the biggest budget - metrics of men.
We need to change from them to metrics of the Lord
which is obedience, who's following Christ, who's
sharing about Christ. I want to live the life that Jesus
has called me to. 

Too often in the West, we sleepwalk and we don't
engage anyone and then all of a sudden along comes
Easter or Christmas. Then it's, let's go talk to some
unbeliever and bring them to church. The problem
with the western model is 'come and see'. That's not
what Jesus said. Jesus said, 'go and find'. We don't
even see a 'come and see' model - it's all about going
and finding the lost. Going where they are. 

Post-Covid, what about meeting at least five new people
a day? You think that it's so hard but it's not. Don't you
go to the supermarket, the petrol station, coffee shop?
Do you even know their names? We don't engage people
anymore and that's a big problem that we see in the
West. 

Another is your contact list. What's the percentage of
unbelievers to believers on it? Probably 10% unbelievers
and 90% believers. Is that really what Jesus wanted?
Jesus hung out with sinners but the western church
hangs out with itself - a club. Also it is 'faking good'.
Everyone goes to church with a smile, all happy and
saying, 'Praise the Lord! Hallelujah. God bless.', even

THE CHURCH IS GROWING IN IRAN

There is a remarkable growth of the church
taking place in Iran. It began shortly after the
Shah  was overthrown and has now reached
significant proportions. Iranians who are now
living in  many countries around the world are
also being touched by this amazing work of God.
In the  UK there are many thousands of Iranian
converts.

One Iranian church leader who is very much at
the centre of all that is taking place speaks about  
the flavour of all that is happening and
especially about the centrality of discipleship. In  
particular he notes that the growth of the church
in Iran has come about because they do not 
 practice “come and see” so much as “go and
find”. 

This is what he has to say about the flavour of
this growing church: 

“Discipleship for us is someone who having come
through processes, is obedient to Christ, has the ability
to stand alone. If I get arrested or killed they can still
continue, they're not connected  to man, they're
connected to God, they're connected to the Holy Spirit.
Many times in the  West, we're connected to the pastor
or we're connected to the person behind the television. 
 We're not connected to the source, which is Christ
himself.

https://weeklyword.us9.list-manage.com/track/click?u=65605d9dbab0a19355284d8df&id=188e5bddd5&e=6e63c0ede3
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and all the bad of it together. It's community, it's
relational. That's when we put our masks down, we are
raw and real with each other, learning from each other,
growing from each other. 

This family draws people into Jesus. Everyone's looking
for acceptance, camaraderie, ourcommunity. This is
what the family of God is all about. It's moving the
kingdom forward together by all means, as a
community, as one body under one shepherd. 

In the book of Acts, we see a house church network with
a corporate expression. That's what we need to go back
to because when hundreds and thousands of people
come to Jesus, there's not enough buildings but
definitely there's enough houses. 

The West is all about individualism, convenience
and being comfortable. Discipleship is inconvenient,
uncomfortable and very messy.”

though they're hurting inside. That's not church,
that's not community. 

We have a saying in the Middle East that you don't
know someone until you've gone on a trip with them
and that you've eaten with them and it's just so true.
True discipleship isn't something you do once a week.
It's what you do every day because that's when you get
to know people. That's when you're with them during
the good times and the bad times, when they're sick
when they're healthy. That's what brings true family. 

We come and go in each other's houses. We don't have
to call to go to each other's houses, we just go. It's
family. We eat meals together, we go and disciple
people together. We share life together. It's
community. What we see in the New Testament. God
wants the family.

We experience the world together - all the good of it 

NEW POSTS

The organisation, the Christian Enquiry Agency, is advertising for a
Secretary to serve their Board of Trustees. Could this be you? To find
out more: further information and application details here. 
Birmingham Churches Together are advertising a post for a
Development and Support Worker. The job is now advertised on the
BCT website here. 

1.

2.

Until next month...
 

 "Even though we are in the middle of the holiday period there is a great
deal taking place. There is a sense of “new life” in many places. We look

forward to connecting with you in September."
Martin Robinson

https://www.birminghamchurches.org.uk/bct_vacancies/part-time-development-and-support-worker/

