PRACTISING THEOLOGY: PASTORAL PRACTICE

Sarah Oakland 22. 5. 02

To what extent is the proposed 'Body, Mind and Spirit' project at St. Elizabeth's, North Earlham, Norwich, an example of community work that seeks to provide the children of the Larkman estate with an opportunity for encountering Christ in their community?

The Place

Children are everywhere in evidence on the Larkman estate. In the immediate vicinity of St. Elizabeth's, the estate's church, they can be seen sitting on railings, skate boarding in the church car park, kicking cans, climbing into the small trees that line the roads, talking, shouting, laughing and crying. They are the constant presence; as 1 visited parishioners as part of my placement they came and knocked on doors in order to talk and run errands, they played a kind of tag with the back of my car one day as I tried to find someone's house. On my first visit, approaching the Vicarage, 1 was acutely aware of the sound of children's voices, dominated on this occasion by the screams of a baby from a nearby garden and an argument between a mother and child as they walked past. It is little wonder that the church has for the last five years developed and carried out an extensive range of children's work. While the programmes have varied in style and content, the enduring memory for the congregation seemed to be of a project that became a victim of its own success when it 'addressed a need in the neighbourhood for [children's] constructive occupation outside school hours.' In 'Ministry on an Urban Estate' [Appendix 11 Sam Wells, the incumbent comments the the church 'found itself with a Sunday School of 50‑60' having 'unearthed a limitless local demand for childcare, particularly involving children with challenging behaviour.' [Appendix 1, page 121 

The situation became unsustainable with the children's work taking over the main church area, children outnumbering adults in the congregation by five to one. The youth leader 'burnt out like a shooting star' leaving an exhausted and demoralised congregation and a large group of 'disappointed children'. Sam Wells comments 'It is valuable to consider the relation of mission and ministry together... Churches that have a commitment to their neighbourhood but no clear idea of the model of mission they are pursuing can easily get into a pattern of feeling that they must do everything and thus get into the habit of doing everything badly. This can create a cycle of exhaustion and despair.' [Appendix 1, page 13]
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In more recent times St. Elizabeth's has explored ways of involving children in the weekly worship of the church, '‑their feelings and observations are articulated and respected alongside those of adults during the speaking, writing and drawing activities that form the central section of the weekly liturgy.' [Appendix 2, page 31 An American visitor's church funded a parishioner to be trained for 2 weeks in Minnesota on a 'Montessori‑inspired' children's programme. So began St. Elizabeth's use of what is known as 'Godly Play'. As no other organisation in this country offers training for this particular work, St. Elizabeth's saw an opportunity to combine its calling to the Larkman estate with the development of a unique project in children's work. 'After a period of reflection, the church has moved to a project model of mission....It has come up with a project that combines the best features of its worship and common life with the most sustainable features of its outreach and affirmation,' [Appendix 1, page 121

The Project

'Godly Play', as named and developed by Jerome Berryman, an Episcopalian minister and educator from Texas, is a highly structured method of developing children's worship so that children may experience God as well as learn about God. The use of story and action combined provide the central axis for each session. 'My focus is on the function of religious language ‑parable, sacred story, and liturgical action ‑ in the moral and spiritual development of children. 1 am especially interested in how this powerful language discloses a "world" where God is present to help cope with and transcend the existential issues ‑ death, aloneness, the threat of freedom, the need for meaning ‑ that box us in and define children and adults as human beings. This perspective naturally includes the experience of worship.' [Stewart/Berryman 1989 81 Each session of 'Godly Play' encourages imaginative interaction with a carefully selected Bible story, providing stimulus and opportunity for creative response,'...the primary mode of knowing is by participation.' [Stewart/Berryman 1989 131 Godly Play uses language and movement and carefully designed environment with which to create a safe/sacred space that provides the potential for encounter with God.

A scheme of this nature requires trained leaders and a budget that can cope with the costs of materials for a reasonable period of time. A church the size of St. Elizabeth's could not normally hope to finance such a project. In 1999 the Larkman estate was designated a 'Pathfinder' estate by the government, one of 17 urban priority areas in the country where '..deprived communities should have the opportunity to transform themselves ‑ from the inside. They themselves should generate both projects and structures for delivering regeneration.' [Appendix 3, page 11 The BMS project at St. Elizabeth's is the church's response to the opportunity offered by that regeneration 
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programme. 'The Body, Mind and Spirit' Project aims to offer children in a deprived area the space, time and encouragement to explore and train their creative imaginations. It is one parish church's constructive engagement with a community's efforts at reregeneration.' [Appendix 2, page 41

Being church in the community ‑ what does it mean? How does it look?

The project outlined above has a clear objective: '‑to offer one element in the curriculum that addresses body, mind and spirit in a holistic manner: the aim is to empower children with trust in their imaginations and a sense of adventure that gives them confidence beyond their everyday surroundings.' [Appendix 2, page 51 Based on a distinct philosophy that sees children as a gift: a gift that speaks of children as God's "promissory note' to present and future generations...' [Wells 1998 1771 However, not all church regeneration projects are envisaged with such clarity and theological reference.

Church participation and action in urban regeneration schemes stems from a range of varying responses to deprived or underprivileged groups or communities. As opposed to a model of Christian involvement that sees its primary role in terms of service, more recent models see action and development within communities as central to their Christian response. Indeed, active participation with, rather than working for a group, is seen as the appropriate model for renewal. 'It is central to the tactic of St. Elizabeth's that 'being with' comes before 'working with', while 'working for' is part of the parental role that has been largely set aside as unsatisfactory, inaccurate and unsustainable in equal measure.' [Nation/Wells 2000 1241 'Challenging Communities, Church Related Community Development and Neighbourhood Renewal' (sponsored by CUF and CCWA) summarises a range of community projects that bring together church, government and voluntary agencies, but whose differing initiatives are a response to the perceived needs of particular urban communities. The common factors are the deprivation of people on either council estates or inner city areas who are suffering from a lack of services and opportunities, disabled by low self‑esteem and a sense of alienation from mainstream culture.

Summary of Essential Strategies for Churches Working with Communities in Regeneration Initiatives: have a vision of what might be. listen ‑ to what the community is, and needs. make time for reflection. develop holistic action ‑ not just problem fixing. 
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* look for root causes of deprivation.

* look for root causes of powerlessness.

* be prepared to be unpopular as you challenge existing structures. build robust structures. seek to provide a sustainable base for community development. understand that church people are called to be partners in the renewal process. be more than service providers ‑ church communities have a prophetic role. be clear about outcomes.

* be realistic about the time it will take to achieve your objectives.

* aquire skilled community workers.

* train clergy and lay people in community work skills.

* develop critical and analytical skills.

* network with other agencies and providers ‑ share good practice.

* develop skills in clearly communicating who you are, and what you want to do.

* live the gospel.

Whilst all may agree that these strategies form a basis for good practice, and might be used by a range of differing initiatives, they do not seem to acknowledge the worshipping life of the church as having any significant role to play in the regeneration process. Neither do they acknowledge prayer as a significant factor in the church's life, either as a method of sustaining its life or as a way of maintaining contact with the vision it has for its community.

Theology

The community work outlined by Mawson Me Pauline approach: Social entrepreneurs'] at Bromley by Bow in the East End of London, describes an organic pattern of church and community interaction and co‑operation sustained over a prolonged period of time. [Street Credo 20001 Its genesis was the identification of common needs and desires by spirited individuals who held a vision of how things might be. They in turn created new relationships which engendered enlightened attitudes to community development and positive action to achieve predetermined goals. 'Our community development model is underpinned by the core values of creativity, excellence, integration and pragmatism. Our aim is to create effective social change within a framework of local, private and public sector partnership, leading to a community of confident individuals who are in a position to engage with the issues and bring about their own transformations.' [Simmons 2000 241 The church at Bromley
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by Bow is described as 'standing at the heart of the project, both physically and spiritually.' The theology on which its community action is based is described in slightly hazy terms, '..a theology that has sought to interpret the role of the church in the light of the complexity of the inner city..'. Mawson uses St Paul as a model for inner city community action, who is visualised on his travels across Asia Minor urging differing communities to engage creatively with each other, dispensing with obsolete traditions, '.. that they travel lightly into the future, embracing and engaging with the Gentile culture, heresy to many.' [Simmons 2000 331 Mawson seems to envisage Paul 'networking' as he travels, ' ‑ arguably the church's first social entrepreneur ‑ in the development of the Christian Church.' [Simmons 2000 321

Others might argue that a more developed theology is required in order that the church is not to find itself as a convenient replacement for the social services, and adrift in a sea of endless human need that it ultimately cannot meet. By trying to be 'all things to all men' it risks irrelevance and exhaustion. It strikes me that the language of social regeneration can sound very hollow to those used to describing the world in the language of faith. 'Living Faith in the City' speaks of the place of liberation theology in providing Christian communities with the impetus to use theology to locate their true calling within a community; '‑to do theology is to take with the utmost seriousness the present practice of Christianity, the Word of God revealed in the Bible, the reality in which the people live and to which the Bible is addressed, the reflections of the Christian community, the need to take subsequent action and the hope of God's coming kingdom.' [Archbishop's Advisory Group 13 19901 As someone said, 'Its too important to be left to the clergy.'

Though contrasting in many significant ways with the Bow centre, the project at St Elizabeth's close examination My own involvement with it was brief and at a stage when planning was still in progress ‑ as the main stage of the programme has yet to be delivered. Yet the project had an integrity that 1 found exciting and engaging. It rose naturally from the work in which the church had been involved for some time and was completely coherent with the style of worship that it had developed over a period of years. The language that is used by Sam Wells in the project proposal shows more than a passing awareness of the need for church groups to take up the language of community regeneration, understanding what it implies and seeing which doors it might open. St Elizabeth’s project is completely in tune with the advice given by the CRCD guide book; it not only fulfils all of the criteria for sound community action, it has achieved something more essential from the Church's point of view ‑ this is a project that arises out of a clear theology and understanding of the nature of the 
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church's mission. Indeed the project would not exist if it were not for the theological reflection, prayer and regular worship, as well as the commitment of St Elizabeth's congregation to the community in which it finds itself.

Whilst 'being church' is a key priority, the BMS project clearly shows St Elizabeth's recognition of what a small church community can offer its location. Its willingness to delegate responsibility where appropriate as well as working with outside agencies, indicates its desire to 'Do few things and do them well' [Chair's Address at APCM 2002, Appendix 41. Sam Wells writes, 'We have decided to put a great emphasis in mission on our Body, Mind and Spirit project ... the most significant example of doing few things but doing them well. In that sense, as well as in its stress on wonder and joy and in its subversive sense of the way God speaks to children, 1 see Body, Mind and Spirit as a symbol of what St Elizabeth's is about.' Towards the end of the address Sam Wells lists the essential practices of the local church from which the integrity of the project comes ‑ 'our openness to God, our willingness to forgive and accept forgiveness, the way we incorporate disagreements, our forming good traditions, and our readiness to make change sand take risks'‑ as being the central task and 'single most significant gift to our community, and to God. [[Appendix 41

What does the BMS project and the use of Godly Play say about relationship between Christ and culture ‑ between God and the people living on the Larkman estate? 1 dunk a focus on the word transformation, already used twice in the assignment, might be useful here. Niebuhr's type, 'Christ the Transformer of Culture', one of five definitions of the relationship between Christ and Culture, sees Christ as redeemer; transforming culture and humanity, working in and through creation proclaiming that all things are possible with God. Niebuhr uses Charles Wesley as an example of this theology, 'Christ is for Wesley the transformer of life; he justifies men by giving them faith; he deals with the sources of human action; he makes no distinctions between the moral and the immoral citizens of human commonwealths, in convicting all of self‑love and in opening to all the life of freedom in response to God's forgiving love.' [Niebuhr 19512191 Elaine Graham, writing more recently in a commentary on her text 'Transforming Practice', argues that pastoral theology 'reorientated for a postmodern age of uncertainty, provides a method for connecting theory and practice in a reconception of faithful identity.' She further describes this process of transformation, '... the ways in which Christians choose to organise their ways of being in the world, of relating to one another in community, and of enacting ritual, care and spirituality, constitute the language of authentic identity.' [Woodward/Pattison 2000 106] St Elizabeth's project seeks to offer the children (and through them their parents) of a
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Norwich council estate the chance to be involved in the transforming practises of the Body, Mind and Spirit project. It is no coincidence that Sam Wells book on the theological ethics of Stanley Hauerwas is entitled 'Transforming Fate into Destiny', and no accident that Wells work at St Elizabeth's over the last 5 years is a development of those ethics. Godly Play can be viewed as the response to community needs, but also as the outworking and visualisation of this theology.

Godly Play ....

commands people's attention in the grand storytelling tradition. makes people listen, look and reflect. uses symbolism and ritual in order to offer experience of the transcendent.

uses Biblical narrative to help people encounter the truth about themselves, the world and God. creates an oasis, a safe place in an unpredictable world. makes the church accessible. treats everyone alike. gives the Church an opportunity to fulfil itself. allows people to see that the world might be a more diverse place than they thought. feeds the imagination... and the spirit. simplifies what can be perceived as complex. involves voluntary personal change. ‑ is non‑confrontational and non‑threatening. ‑ allows individuals to recognise their own worth. ‑ creates the possibility of migration from pain to a better way of life; from imprisonment to freedom that is called transformation.

One of the practices of Godly Play is 'Asking Wondering Questions', this is not to check if people have listened to the story and can get the right answers, but to encourage entry into the stories in a 'dialogue with God and the Christian community.'[Stewart/Berryman 1989 3 11 The question 1 want to ask at the end of this assignment is ‑ if Godly Play is all of these things ‑ and my experience tells me that it is ‑ why isn't it being used more widely? 1 wonder if the nature and condition of St Elizabeth's points to what the church might be in the future? Godly Play is allowing what was once a beleaguered church, searching for a way to serve its hostile community, to confidently offer a service that speaks of its desire for sharing the gifts they have received. In his essay 'No Abiding Inner City: A New Deal for the Church' 
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Wells writes in relation to community action, of the appropriate mode of being for the church of twenty‑first century as one of 'humility, recognising, like everybody else, its own failure.'[Nation/Wells 2000 13511 wonder if the Church is ready to do this? Wells characterises the church in the community as the awkward child, asking embarrassing questions, fragile and vulnerable, yet epitomising the potential of the future. It's a vision of the church that lacks the triumphalism that we often seem to need, yet which offers us a tangible future. A way of being that ceases to see itself as victim of a pluralistic society, but instead as confident survivor.

In doing this one thing well, St Elizabeth's is doing what Stanley Hauerwas describes as the first task of the Church: 'to help us gain a critical perspective on those narratives that have captivated our vision and lives. By doing so, the church may well help provide a paradigm for social relations otherwise thought impossible.' [Berkman/Cartwright 2001 1151 By 'wondering' in this way, one small church in Norwich is making theology live, community transformation possible and showing us how to be the church of the future.
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