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Not in Temples Made by Human Hands:  

New Testament Missional Transformation
Rev. Dr. Noel Due

Introduction

“The God who made the world and everything in it, being Lord of heaven and earth, 
does not dwell in temples made by man, nor is he served by human hands, as 
though he needed anything, since he himself gives to all mankind life and breath and 
everything.” (Acts 17:24-25 ESV)

Paul’s statement to his philosopher audience in Acts 17 is both continuous with and different from 
the Old Testament understanding of the Temple and its associated theology of place. It is also 
radically different from the prevailing Greco-Roman view of the gods, their relationship to the 
world in general, and human beings in particular. And it contrasts markedly with the pluralism that 
formed the first century’s socio-religious matrix, against which the early Christian communities 
stood out as radically counter-cultural entities. 

This paper explores these issues from the perspective of New Testament theology and draws 
some implications from that exploration for Christian communities involved in cross-cultural 
missional development, not least in multi-cultural urban environments. 

Continuity and Discontinuity 

None of the cosmogonies or theogonies of the Ancient Near East (ANE) or Greco-Roman world 
had anything approaching the monotheism of Israel. The self-sufficiency of the God who made 
all things yet needed nothing was predicated upon the radical ‘otherness’ of Yahweh. As creator 
of all things ‘seen and unseen’ (as the Nicene Creed voices passages such as Colossians 1:16-17 
and John 1:3) he stood in transcendent relationship to every element of the universe, material and 
spiritual. 

In Israel’s own history they had not always understood this, often worshipping God as one of 
many, rather than the one and only. In like manner, the pagan worldview of the first century could 
not comprehend an imageless god, nor a cosmos where the gods were not part of it. Religious 
pluralism was a bedrock of Greco-Roman society; and so, the exclusivity claims orthodox Jews 
made about Yahweh were deeply puzzling. 

In his speech on Mars’ Hill, Paul says his proclamation reveals the “unknown God” (Acts 17:23). This 
most likely refers to Yahweh, who—being without image and temple in Athens—was none the less 
well known as the mysterious entity worshipped by the Jews. 

Paul’s audience took him to be a Jewish philosopher-rhetor, and so they would have expected him 
to elucidate his people’s theology. Moreover, the observant Jewish diaspora carried with them 
unique cultural markers, such as dietary laws, circumcision, Sabbath observance, and dress codes. 
The presence of synagogues, not only in major cities, but also in rural areas throughout the Roman 
Empire, attested to the resilience of Judaism’s theology and traditions. And the Second Temple—
which dominated the skyline, politics and cultural history of Judea and the wider region—was 
universally known. But the God around whom all this revolved was shrouded in mystery, at least 
from at Gentile point of view.
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Notwithstanding the general perplexity around Israel’s god, there were some who had ventured 
nearer.  

Luke alludes to the technical term1 ‘God-fearers’ (phoboumenoi ton Theon) in Acts 10:2, describing 
the Roman centurion Cornelius thusly: ‘He and the whole of his household were devout and God-
fearing, and he gave generously to Jewish causes and prayed constantly to God’ (Acts 10:2 NJB). 

For the Corneliuses of the world, Judaism’s traditions, moral clarity, and theology (at least as far 
as they understood it) provided a more coherent alternative than the capricious, squabbling and 
mutually contradictory gods of Greco-Roman and pagan origin. Yet the Godfearers did not have 
the completed picture, which, as Cornelius was to discover, was resolved only in the coming of 
Jesus. 

Thus, Paul’s speech to the Court of the Areopagus was a culturally attuned exposition of classic 
Old Testament theology, now finally completed in the coming of the Messiah.  

In very brief compass, Paul reveals Yahweh to be the creator and sustainer of all things, who has 
made humanity to exist in special relationship with himself. Paul’s speech redefines humanity, 
not as the offspring of Zeus, but of Yahweh.2 Moreover, this ‘unknown God’ purposes that people 
come to know him. He is not far from anyone, but nearness does not guarantee comprehension. 
Rather he has revealed himself finally and completely in the resurrected Man (Jesus, God’s Son). 
That Jesus forms the culmination of the message distinguishes Paul’s preaching from orthodox 
Jewish theology; this is a Christian apologia, not merely a Jewish one. 

As an integral part of his apologetic task, Paul decouples worship not only from the Second Temple 
or the synagogue, but also from any temple or sacred space. As we will see, for Paul and the New 
Testament communities, place and ritual had been supplanted by Person and relationships. 

The Temple: Revelation and Relationship 

In many ways the decoupling was presaged by the Old Testament itself. In saying that God, “does 
not dwell in temples made by human hands nor is he served by human hands as though he needed 
anything” Paul was echoing key elements of Old Testament theology. Like Stephen, the first 
Christian martyr, Paul understood that the temple was never an end in itself.3

For example, Solomon’s dedicatory prayer includes this: 

“Now the LORD has fulfilled his promise that he made. For I have risen in the place of David 
my father, and sit on the throne of Israel, as the LORD promised, and I have built the house

1 See, for example, the description of a c.2nd century stele in Aphrodisias: ‘On face b. of the stele there is a list of fifty-four 
Jews, and, after a break, a list of fifty Godfearers whose names are either Greek or Greco-Roman, suggesting Gentile 
origin for the group. This text reveals … there is a distinction between Gentiles and Jews, between Jews and proselytes, 
and between proselytes and Godfearers’. S. McKnight ‘Proselytism and Godfearers’ in Dictionary of New Testament 
Background, Evans & Porter eds. (IVP, Downers Grove Ill., 2000, p. 486). Various New Testament examples can be 
adduced for these same distinctions. 
2 Paul alludes to two Greek poets in Acts 17:28: Epimenides and Aratus. It is Aratus who claims that Zeus (the supreme 
being of Greek philosophy and ultimate monarch of the gods) is the one in whom we live and move, and whose offspring 
we are. But Paul relocates such assertions to Yahweh. We are all his offspring, not Zues’s.
3 There is a close parallel between Stephen’s Christian apologia in Acts 7:48-50 and Paul’s in Acts 17:24ff. One can only 
wonder to what degree Paul—having been present at Stephen’s execution, having heard his speech and dying words, 
and having been the object of Stephen’s prayer for those who were stoning him to death—had his own thinking shaped 
by the encounter. 
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for the name of the LORD, the God of Israel. And there I have provided a place for the ark, in 
which is the covenant of the LORD that he made with our fathers, when he brought them out 
of the land of Egypt.” (1 Kings 8:20-21 ESV), 

And this:

“But will God indeed dwell on the earth? Behold, heaven and the highest heaven cannot 
contain you; how much less this house that I have built! Yet have regard to the prayer of your 
servant and to his plea, O LORD my God, listening to the cry and to the prayer that your 
servant prays before you this day, that your eyes may be open night and day toward this 
house, the place of which you have said, ‘My name shall be there,’ that you may listen to the 
prayer that your servant offers toward this place. (1 Ki. 8:27-29 ESV)

And this:

“…whatever prayer, whatever plea is made by any man or by all your people Israel, each 
knowing the affliction of his own heart and stretching out his hands toward this house, then 
hear in heaven your dwelling place and forgive and act and render to each whose heart 
you know, according to all his ways (for you, you only, know the hearts of all the children of 
mankind), that they may fear you all the days that they live in the land that you gave to our 
fathers”. (1 Ki. 8:38-40 ESV)

What, then, was the temple? 

It was not the dwelling place of God per se, but the chosen location for God’s name, which 
‘represented his character and presence’.4 

In the temple, and the tabernacle before that, God’s character could be seen, and his presence 
experienced. It was the place of revelation, as well as relationship. The revelation was embodied in 
the sacred objects such as the Ark of the Covenant, and the Altar of Holocaust; and the relationship 
was mediated through the priesthood and cultus. But the relationship was not limited to that. 

Solomon’s prayer of dedication portrays the temple as the place to which Israelites (from any part 
of the realm or beyond) could direct their prayers because God would ‘hear from heaven’. Prayer 
is ‘a crucial function in relation to the temple (1 Kings 8:23-53)’5, meaning that Israel’s relationship 
with Yahweh, while anchored in the temple, was not confined to worship in the temple. Prayer and 
supplication could be made anywhere and at any time because of the temple and the cultus, but 
that intercession did not have to be offered in it. 

This takes on added significance when Isaiah prophesies that the temple would be ‘a house of 
prayer for all nations’ (Isaiah 56:7) into which all the nations would stream, there to be led by God 
and taught his ways (Isaiah 2:2-3 // Micah 4:1-2). 

When Jesus takes such words upon his lips during his cleansing of the Second Temple (Mark 11:17), 
he clearly understood himself as fulfilling the eschatological vision of an expanded, cosmic Temple.6 

4 G. K. Beale, The Temple and the Church’s Mission: A Biblical Theology of the Dwelling Place of God (Downers Grove: 
IVP, 2004) p. 397
5 Ibid. 
6 It is now commonly accepted that tabernacle and temple both represented God’s original creation and his destiny for 
the cosmos. This included the formation of Eden as the meeting place between God and humankind, to which both tab-
ernacle and temple alluded in powerful ways; the centrality of relationship between God and humankind, encompassing 
the fact that we are his image bearers in the cosmic temple; the expansive eschatological goal of God dwelling among 
humankind; and the ultimate intention of participation in God’s own eternal Sabbath rest. 
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It is this eschatological goal to which all things point. Throughout the Old Testament prophetic 
literature, the temple takes on an ever-expanding purpose. This purpose is underlined by Jesus’ 
words and actions; seen clearly in the inauguration of the New Testament ‘living temple’, the 
church, on the day of Pentecost; it permeates the apostolic writings and culminates in the final 
chapters of the Apocalypse: ‘I could not see any temple in the city since the Lord God Almighty 
and the Lamb were themselves the temple’ (Rev. 21:22 NJB). 

The Turning Point

John tells us that Jesus first cleansed the temple at the time of Passover, at the outset of his 
ministry (John 2:13-22). His account is freighted with theological significance. Two aspects are 
particularly germane to our theme: the passage reveals the watershed of biblical temple theology; 
and secondly, it tells us how that turning point was to be brought about.

The shift is here:

The Jews intervened and said, “What sign can you show us that you should act like this?” 
Jesus answered, “Destroy this Temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” The Jews replied, 
“It has taken forty-six years to build this temple: are you going to raise it up again in three 
days?” But he was speaking of the temple that was his body, and when Jesus rose from the 
dead, his disciples remembered that he had said this, and they believed the scripture and 
what he had said. (John 2:18-22 NJB)

From this point onwards, all theological references to the temple in the New Testament refer to the 
temple of Christ’s body, the Church; or the cosmic temple of which it is part and in which Christ 
alone is the High Priest. 

The means of that shift is found in the connection between these statements:

When the time of the Jewish Passover was near Jesus went up to Jerusalem (Jn. 2:13 NJB), 

and 

His disciples remembered that it was written, “Zeal for your house will consume me.”  
(Jn. 2:17 ESV)

Jesus cleansed the temple at Passover, the feast which memorialised the exodus from Egypt and 
the death of the Passover lamb. The Passover lamb was not only sacrificed but also consumed. 
Those sheltering under the blood of the Passover lamb were delivered from the destroyer. And 
eating the meal that the Passover lamb became sustained them for the journey. 

Which ‘house’ is Jesus zealous for? The New Testament answer is ‘the Church’. The physical 
tabernacle and temple pointed beyond themselves to a cosmic and eschatological reality, 
but already inaugurated on earth. The key is the incarnation of Christ, where Jesus fulfills the 
symbolism of the Passover lamb by becoming ‘our Passover’. By his sacrifice, his people are 
saved. By his sacrament, they are sustained. 

From this point onwards the physical temple and its associated theology of place fades from 
view. In his life, death, resurrection and ascension, Jesus replaces the whole edifice and the entire 
cultus. In so doing he removes any barrier of division between Jews and Gentiles and transforms 
the idea of sacred space so that it is not geographical but relational. The Church supplants the 
temple as the place of revelation, as well as relationship. Moreover, that relationship is both vertical 
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and horizontal: the members of Christ’s body are united to the Triune God and, by virtue of that, 
they are also members of one another.

This transformation is given classic expression in Ephesians: 

For he himself is our peace, who has made us both one and has broken down in his flesh the 
dividing wall of hostility by abolishing the law of commandments expressed in ordinances, 
that he might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making peace, and 
might reconcile us both to God in one body through the cross, thereby killing the hostility. 
And he came and preached peace to you who were far off and peace to those who were 
near. For through him we both have access in one Spirit to the Father. So, then you are no 
longer strangers and aliens, but you are fellow citizens with the saints and members of the 
household of God, built on the foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself 
being the cornerstone, in whom the whole structure, being joined together, grows into a holy 
temple in the Lord. In him you also are being built together into a dwelling place for God by 
the Spirit. (Eph. 2:14-22 ESV)

The Removal of the Dividing Wall: The Church as Counter-Cultural Entity

The social, cultural, and religious barriers between Jews and Gentiles—so evident in the pages of 
the New Testament, and contemporary histories such as Josephus—was given clear expression 
in the Temple at Jerusalem. There, a diving wall separated the court of the Gentiles from the 
rest.  The Gentiles (and those ritually unclean through contact with them, e.g., the tax collector in 
Luke 18), could stand only ‘at a distance’.  They could not gain access to the inner court, or have 
their sacrifice received by the priests, who worshipped for Israel in the holy place. This wall was 
about 1.5 metres high, inscribed with bloodcurdling threats.  In effect it said, “Trespassers will be 
executed”.7

For their part, faithful Jews did not participate in any pagan worship, and were regarded as oddities 
for so refraining!  The Greco-Roman world was entirely polytheistic, and local temples to a wide 
variety of gods were well attended. People moved from deity to deity, depending on their need (e.g. 
Asclepius for healing; Aphrodite for love; Athena for wisdom and courage; etc.); but all were linked 
to sacred spaces and particular means of worship. Each was enveloped by ancient lore, cultic law, 
and socio-cultural expectations. 

But now there is an entirely new situation.

The theology we deduce from the New Testament letters, for example, emerges from an existing 
context. When Paul or the others wrote to their congregations, they were doing so out of what had 
already happened, and what was already common experience.  

Passages such Ephesians 2, quoted above, were exegeting the reality God had already brought 
about.  Christ’s people, from all backgrounds, were already meeting as the church, which was an 
entirely new entity in the world. 

It was shift in worldview from both directions. The New Testament Christian communities were 
neither aligned with the Jewish temple or synagogues; nor the pagan shrines that populated any 
town or city. 

7 One inscription on a stone slab unearthed in 1871 says “No foreigner may enter within the barrier of the enclosure round 
the temple.  Anyone who is caught doing so will have himself to blame for his ensuing death.”
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This was the hallmark of New Testament communities and the incontestable evidence that the 
grace of God had appeared amongst them. It is easy enough for a homogeneous group to make 
progress and add members even while retaining a relatively closed bounded structure or set of 
cultural assumptions. It is another thing altogether—and one only possible by the direct ministry 
of Christ— that allows the formation of a new community in which there was not Jew nor Gentile, 
slave nor free.

Ephesians gives expression to this. There is no longer Gentiles or Jews, but Christians: one new 
man. The One New Man is Jesus, and we are in him, so the church is a new creation, brought about 
by God himself. They had already experienced this one-ness in their life together. They knew 
the reality of the ‘new creation’ which had come through Christ’s resurrection (2 Cor. 5:17); they 
were already experiencing life together as a dwelling of God in the Spirit, with their Head giving 
gifts to each and to all, and with the whole community crying “Father”.  They were already built on 
the foundation of Christ (“having been built”) and were being built day by day into an ever more 
expansive temple. 8

New Vocabulary is Needed

These communities, with all their imperfections and amid all their sufferings, were foretastes of 
heaven. They were eschatological colonies of the coming kingdom, set up in the present mess of 
history but sourced and supplied from beyond it. 

So unprecedented was this movement, that the New Testament writers needed either to invent 
new words (such as Paul’s ‘fellow-body’, sussoma in Ephesians 3:6, translated as ‘members 
together of one body’); or take old words such as ‘love’ (agape) and ‘fellowship’ (koinonia) and pack 
them with a new, richer, deeper meaning. They compelled the emergence of new doctrine, worship 
and modes of community life, summed up as: ‘the apostles’ teaching and the fellowship … the 
breaking of bread and the prayers (Acts 2:42 ESV).  

Such developments testify to the radical newness of the experience. The Greco-Roman world of 
New Testament was heavily stratified. Socio-cultural divisions existed on multiple levels: citizen 
or non-citizen; slave or free; male and female; Jew or Gentile; Greek speaking or barbarian; 
landowners or day labourers; rich or poor; patrician or plebian; and so on. 

Until the New Testament congregations emerged there had been nothing like them. Nor could 
there have been. Such communities cannot be legislated into being, only God can create them. 
The emergence of Christian communities of multi-ethnic, diversified-background believers 
flowed from God’s Old Testament promises to bless the nations and establish a spiritual temple 
as a house of prayer for all peoples. He fulfilled that through his incarnate Son. And Paul saw the 
existence of such communities as the revelation in history of God’s mystery, hidden through the 
ages, but now revealed for all to see. 

8 ‘The Greek word used [in Ephesians 2:21] for temple (naos) means the inner sanctuary, the Holy of Holies, where God 
meets his people. Now, our author says, the church itself is that place of meeting (cf. vv. 14 and 15) and, lest the Ephe-
sians forget, they are reminded that they are being built into it (divine passive, as in v. 20) to be in fact that dwelling place 
of God in the Spirit.’ Taylor, W. F., Jr., & Reumann, J. H. P. Ephesians, Colossians (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Publishing 
House 1985) pp. 52–53. 
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The Sacred Space and Relational Worship

In view of the above, it becomes clear that the sacred place is not the temple or the synagogue or 
the church building (the early communities had none), but the people of God themselves. They are 
the sanctified space, they are the house of God, they are the living stones of the spiritual building 
that supplants all earlier structures. 

What would happen if overnight we had no church buildings, chapels, cathedrals, or recognised 
places of divine worship? Would worship cease? Would the temple of God (i.e., people of God) 
cease to exist? Would the church cease to be? Clearly not. The unravelling of institutional 
churches and the heritage of Christianity in the western world—which commonly dominates the 
social narrative today—returns us only to the native soil from which the church sprang. 

The radical shift Christ brought about is evident in the quite revolutionary renovation of worship 
vocabulary in the New Testament. 

For example, Paul speaks of himself as a drink offering about to be poured out on the sacrifice 
and service of the Philippians’ faith (Phil. 2: 17); while in 2 Timothy 4:6 he uses the same word to 
reflect on his coming death: ‘For I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time 
of my departure has come’. He refers to the gift the Philippians sent him while in prison in these 
terms: ‘I am well supplied, having received from Epaphroditus the gifts you sent, a fragrant offering, 
a sacrifice acceptable and pleasing to God.’ (Phil. 4:18 ESV) In Romans he uses refurbished 
worship vocabulary to describe his apostolic role: ‘to be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles 
in the priestly service of the gospel of God, so that the offering of the Gentiles may be acceptable, 
sanctified by the Holy Spirit’. (Rom. 15:16 ESV) The writer to the Hebrews urges his readers: ‘Do not 
neglect to do good and to share what you have, for such sacrifices are pleasing to God.’ (Heb. 13:16 
ESV) Believers are now a ‘living sacrifice’ (Romans 12:1), who in their relationships (as described in 
the rest of Romans 12) participate in the building up of the body of Christ. 

Such are just some examples of a generalised shift.9 Where such vocabulary would have once 
been used exclusively for the temple cultus, these terms are applied wholesale to the living 
relationships between believers. The communities gathered for preaching, the sacraments, 
fellowship, and prayer. They were impelled to mission by the Spirit and empowered by his gifts. But 
these things were of a single piece with the manner of their new life as a new entity in the world.

Distinguishing Features and Closing Remarks

It becomes, clear, therefore, that the New Testament communities were marked by several factors:

•	 They were truly multi-ethnic, but not multi-cultural. The dominant culture was ‘from above’, 
not from any of the ethnic cultures ‘below’. They shared in the culture of the Trinity. 

o One of the wonderful words use to describe the relationship of the Persons of the 
Triune God is perichoreisis. That means the Father, the Son, and the Spirit, are 
always other-person-centred. Each Person rejoices in the others, exalts the others, 
gives to the others, honours the others, and receives from the others.  
 
 
 

9 For more details see Created for Worship: From Genesis to Revelation to You, N. Due (Fearn: Christian Focus, Mentor 
Press, 2005)
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And as a unitary community, the Trinity is other-person-centred towards the 
creation: creating, sustaining, redeeming, refining, and so on. Being conformed 
to the culture of the Trinity does not eliminate ethnic distinctives but elevates the 
positive elements of each ethnic background while at the same time countering the 
negative elements inherent in each.

•	 The members of the communities were deeply united at a relational level. 

o These were not silos of different ethnicities who happened to share, for example, 
the same worship space. They were deeply engaged with one another, beyond 
their own social fabric. Words like ‘love’, and ‘fellowship’ took on radically enhanced 
meanings, even more so when belief in Jesus as the Messiah meant ostracism 
from one’s existing social fabric, or other forms of persecution. When Paul (the 
ex-Pharisee) used a word like ‘brother’ for uncircumcised Gentiles like Titus or 
Epaphroditus he was rolling back centuries of socio-cultural isolation, suspicion, 
and fear from both sides. But the bonds of familyhood (as Abba’s adopted children) 
were truly the fulfilment of Jesus’ prophecy: “In truth I tell you, there is no one who 
has left house, brothers, sisters, mother, father, children or land for my sake and 
for the sake of the gospel who will not receive a hundred times as much, houses, 
brothers, sisters, mothers, children and land—and persecutions too—now in this 
present time and, in the world to come, eternal life.” (Mk. 10:29-30 NJB)

•	 They experienced the vulnerability of receiving hospitality. 

o It was no accident that the crisis among the Galatian Christians was typified by 
an argument over food. In retreating to only eating kosher food, Peter exchanged 
Law for Gospel. He destroyed fellowship and said to the Gentile believers: “my 
relationship with you is only one way: you must join me”. The vulnerability of 
receiving hospitality is truly incarnational. As we open ourselves to receive the 
hospitality of another—on their terms not ours—we open ourselves to them. In 
this vulnerability, our weakness becomes the occasion for the Spirit’s power. The 
differential of cultural experience, language, and power, becomes the setting for 
the infilling of love for the ‘other’. In being taken outside of ourselves, we are placed 
into a perichoretic relationship with a different ethnicity, and in so doing we find the 
kingdom of God is not limited to our own culture. 

•	 They upended normal notions of power and status. 

o Can you imagine a slave-owner washing the feet of his slave, who was, in Christ, 
a brother and fellow heir of the kingdom of God? Or a Roman citizen regarding 
her citizenship as less important than the citizenship of heaven, and thereby 
numbering herself with the body of Christ—a negligible, marginalised and often 
misrepresented cohort of non-citizens?  Or the Roman patrician sitting at the feet 
of the plebian who may be the Spirit-empowered preacher for the community? 

•	 The joy of their new life was entirely dependent upon them hearing, receiving, and living 
out the gospel.

o Where that gospel was exchanged for legalism, for example, the communities 
descended into factionalism, rivalry, and old patterns of selfishness. Where the 
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gospel was revived among them (for example, in Galatians), they experienced 
afresh the fruit of the Spirit and the awesome reality that in Christ, ‘there is neither 
Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you 
are all one in Christ Jesus.’ (Gal. 3:28 ESV) Or, as we are told elsewhere, ‘Here 
there is not Greek and Jew, circumcised and uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, 
slave, free; but Christ is all, and in all.’ (Col. 3:11 ESV)

Much more could be said about all this, but if these things form some of the basic outlines of the 
New Testament’s theology of mission and ecclesiology, they mean that Christ is taking us on a 
journey. As our churches increasingly shift from being mono-ethnic, mainly Eurocentric, bounded 
communities, Christ will be leading us to experience more that is akin to the essence of New 
Testament church life. He will use this journey will stretch us. 

And it is a journey. It is not an invitation “to come and see” but to “go and be”.  
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Mission and Place:  
From Eden to Caesarea 

Mike Pears 

 

Introduction 

‘Place’ is ubiquitous. It seems a truism to say that place is all around us and that indeed all life is 
somehow an expression of being placed. Yet it is this very everydayness or taken-for-granted-
ness of place that is one of its most potent characteristics. The familiar physicality of the natural 
and built environments present the world to us as ‘normal’, ‘common sense’, or even ‘God given’. 
Yet the same familiarity that enables us to navigate through complex social and spatial landscapes 
without a second thought also functions to hide from us whole worlds of meaning and power.1 
These worlds – which are effectively hidden in plain sight – may be glimpsed when the taken-
for-granted, or normative, meanings of place are somehow transgressed. This may happen, for 
instance, in a moment of personal encounter which opens up a fissure or exposes a ‘wound’ in an 
otherwise normal everyday experience.2 Let me offer a few examples of how such a fissure might 
bring to light an otherwise hidden world of meaning. Consider the familiar phrase ‘a woman’s place 
is in the home’. You would, I suspect, react with indignation on hearing such a phrase. Yet this 
expression was, until recently, commonplace and moreover taken as a self-evident truth in relation 
to the design of government provided housing of the 1930s to justify a small ‘pantry’ (kitchen) 
being placed at the rear of the house.3 The cultural norm was expressed in bricks and mortar and, 
in turn, the buildings portrayed the ‘truth of the phrase’ as normative or ‘just the way things are’. 
Similarly, consider a group of women wearing hijabs walking down a street in the London borough 
of Newham; they would no doubt go unnoticed. Yet the same group of women hiking in the hills of 
the Lake District may well attract some attention. The sense of indignation or discomfort in each 
case is not related to the subjects in view, but is rather to do with where they are placed and how 
they either conform to or transgress the accepted conventions of the place.  

Transgressions of this sort can act as indicators of the many layered and complex sets of 
meaning and constructions of power which inhabit everyday places. They suggest to us that even 
the apparently safe and familiar places of home and high street are not as benign as we might 
suppose, but are in fact sites where meaning and power are contested. Neither are the values or 
truths that seem inherent within a place as static and fixed as the solid features of the built and 
natural environments would have us believe. As in the example of the 1930s government housing, 
what appears to be a common-sense interpretation of the built environment to one generation can 
be an anathema to the next.  

 
1  Tim Cresswell, In Place / Out of Place: Geography, Ideology and Transgression (Minneapolis and London: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1996), p. 18. 
2 Mary McClintock Fulkerson, Places of Redemption: Theology for a Worldly Church (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2007). 
3 Rosamond Jevons and John Madge, Housing Estates: A Study of Bristol Corporation Policy and Practice Between the 
Wars, ed. Prof. A.M. Tydnall (Bristol: Arrowsmith, 1946). 
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From Eden to Caesarea  

Whilst these associations between place, meaning, and power are clearly evidenced within biblical 
narrative, they remain largely unexplored in mainstream theology.4 In writing this paper I hope to 
whet the appetite of at least a few readers with the thought that, by pursuing a deeper and more 
thought-through theology of place, we might gain significant, helpful insight in relation to the 
mission of the church in a world where many feel displaced, dislocated, and precarious.5  

The particular theme I will focus on here is the apparent paradigm shift that takes place in the 
spatial imagination in moving from Old Testament to New Testament narrative, a shift which I 
am presenting here as a move from Eden to Caesarea. Such a shift should not be surprising to 
us, given the well established understanding that the New Testament’s interpretation of the Old 
involves a simultaneous pattern of both continuity and discontinuity.  

I am, however, suggesting that, on balance, the spatial imaginations (and resultant practices) which 
currently dominate the church’s mission tend strongly towards the Eden end of the spectrum. 
My hope is that, as we understand why the behaviour of Peter and Cornelius at their meeting in 
Caesarea was so utterly remarkable, we ourselves might also be awakened to a renewed spatial 
imagination. I will argue that it is this same spatial imagination, first embodied in the life of the 
church at Caesarea, which is central to the practical outworking of the Kingdom of God and new-
creation as envisioned within New Testament texts.  

 

The Spatial Imagination of Eden 

In Where Mortals Dwell, Craig Bartholomew not only takes Eden as a key starting point for his 
study of place, but argues that Genesis 1-3 is a foundational text for a biblical theology of place. 
Bartholomew presents a series of key proposals which form the basis of his biblical theology of 
place; amongst them are: 

1. God intends for humans to be at home in, to indwell, their places. Place and 
implacement[sic] is a gift and provides the possibility for imaging God in his creation. Place 
is thus a dynamic concept evoking the creative engagement of humans with their contexts. 

2. Place is never fully place without God as co-inhabitant. Place is thus always, in one way or 
another, a theological concept.  

3. After Eden the challenge of implacement and the danger of displacement are a constant 
part of the human condition. Humans remain placed, but displacement is a constant 
threat.6 

4 For examples of these discussions, see Eric Stewart, Gathered Around Jesus: An Alternative Spatial Practice in the 
Gospel of Mark (Cambridge: Clark, 2009); Halvor Moxnes, Putting Jesus in His Place: A Radical Vision of Household and 
Kingdom (Louisville and London: Westminster John Knox, 2003); T.J. 
Gorringe, A theology of the built environment: justice, empowerment, redemption (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002); Philip Sheldrake, Spaces for the sacred: place, memory, and identity (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity Press, 2001). 
5 Steven Bouma-Prediger and Brian J Walsh, Beyond Homelessness: Christian Faith in a Culture of Displacement (Mich-
igan U.S.A. and Cambridge U.K.: Eerdmans, 2008); Guy Standing, The Precariat (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 
2011). 
6 Craig G. Bartholomew, Where Mortals Dwell: A Christian View of Place for Today (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2011), 
p. 31.  
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Bartholomew’s reading of place as a space to be indwelled and co-inhabited with others and with 
God strikes a deeply evocative note, especially for those who suffer displacement or fear the loss 
of home. This theological reading of place finds resonance with the work of Walter Brueggemann 
in his theology of the Promised Land. In an oft-quoted paragraph Brueggemann asserts that  

Place is space in which important words have been spoken that have established 
identity, defined vocation, and envisioned destiny. Place is space in which vows have 
been exchanged, promises have been made, and demands have been issued. Place 
is indeed a protest against all the unpromising pursuit of space. It is a declaration that 
our humanness cannot be found in escape, detachment, absence of commitment, and 
undefined freedom.7 

The theologising of place on the basis of Eden and Land leads to two central observations. The 
first is about the relational nature of place defined by the key relationship of ‘God-people-place’.8 
The second is the imperative of place-making:  

The embodied nature of human beings means that our placedness [sic] is always local 
and particular; so too will be our primary responsibility for placemaking. 

Just as the first couple is called to tend to Eden, so we are called to tend to the respective 
places in which we have been put.9  

These two key ideas find strong resonance in Christian tradition, especially with ideas of sacred 
places and, more recently, with practices of placemaking and ‘re-neighbouring’ within mission. 
They are well argued elsewhere and I will not rehearse the arguments again here. 10   

However, serious criticism has been levelled at the spatial imaginations inherent within these 
Eden- and Land-based theologies. At the risk of oversimplifying the model (but wanting to 
aid the reader’s own spatial imagination), the spatial constructions of Eden and Land could 
be represented as a bounded space set apart by walls or rivers which define an ‘inside’ (the 
territory of the people of God) and conversely an outside (the territory of those who are not the 
people of God). The identity of the people is based not only on their relationship to God and 
Land (Brueggemann) but also over-and-against those who are outside. The spatial imagination 
of Eden and the Land are thus sustained by religious practices of boundary enforcement which 
both include and exclude.11  

These ideas were persuasively presented by Mary Douglas in her ground-breaking book Purity 
and Danger.12 Douglas, who worked as an anthropologist in the field of comparative religion and 
religious beliefs within primitive cultures (including those of ancient Israel), observed that in tribal 
cultures dirt was not a matter of hygiene or aesthetics but that pollution and taboo are cultural  
 
 
 
 
7 Walter Brueggemann, The Land, 2nd edn (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 2002), p. 4. 
8 Bartholomew, Mortals, pp. 2-3, 14-16, 29-31; John Inge, A Christian Theology of Place (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), pp. 
46-47; Brueggemann, Land, pp. 1-14.  
9 Bartholomew, Mortals, p. 245. 
10 John Inge, for example, expresses the conviction that Christians should be at the forefront of the recovery of place, 
and that the focus of such recovery is to rediscover the ‘dormant virtue of neighbourliness’. Inge, Place, p. 135. See also 
Paul Sparks, Tim Soerens, and Dwight J. Friesen, The New Parish: How Neighborhood Churches Are Transforming 
Mission, Discipleship and Community (Downers Grove: IVP, 2014); Philip Sheldrake, The Spiritual City: Theology, Spiri-
tuality, and the Urban (Chichester: Wiley, 2014); Bartholomew, Mortals, pp. 234-318. 
11 Bruce J. Malina, The New Testament World: Insights from Cultural Anthropology (Kentucky: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 2001), pp. 181-184. 
12  Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger (London and New York: Routledge Classics, 2002). 
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constructs that relate to the imposition of order on society through categorisation and 
differentiation. Douglas coined the basic definition of ‘dirt as matter out of place’13 and argued that 
the definition of dirt implies two conditions: 

(A) set of ordered relations and a contravention of that order. Dirt then, is never a unique, 
isolated event. Where there is dirt there is a system. Dirt is the by-product of a systematic 
ordering and classification of matter, in so far as ordering involves rejecting inappropriate 
elements.14 

In a tribal context peoples were categorised and differentiated as pure or impure: those who were 
impure or polluted were tabooed; they were socially, spatially, and representatively expelled from 
the life of the tribe.  

In the 1990s a group of biblical scholars called the ‘Context Group’ drew on the work of Douglas 
and other social scientists as a frame for reading scripture.14 They argued that the purity laws, as 
held in the Second Temple period, dominated the spatial imagination in Israel and that for Israel 
spatial representation was organised around degrees of purity according to proximity to the 
Temple, which itself stood at the centre of all creation. One of the members of the Context Group, 
Bruce Malina, argues that ‘the orientational map of Israel consists of two major category sets: 
the sacred and profane (exclusive and nonexclusive) and the pure/clean and impure/unclean (in 
proper place/out of place)’.15 Purity laws for Israel prescribed the way of being ‘set apart’ for a God 
who himself was known as holy, or separate; they defined the ways of moral behaviour required to 
belong to an exclusive people whose identity was rooted in covenant relationship to an exclusive 
God. As such, morality in Israel is defined by conformity to purity law – to be moral is to belong. 

On this reading, the spatial imagination of Eden and Land are very far from the seemingly benign 
home-space portrayed by Bartholomew; they are potent geographies of exclusion where those 
who lack the privilege of birth and commensurate purity are expelled to the outer fringes of the 
world. Indeed, exclusion is a dominant theme of Eden and Land narratives – Genesis 3 presents us 
not with a populated garden but with one which is uninhabited by human presence.  

At this point I should make a brief qualification. The spatial imagination of Israel was, of course, 
much more complex and less ‘fixed’ than has been suggested thus far.16 Other cultural-religious 
mappings which are evident within biblical texts suggest that the spatial mapping varied within a 
community and changed through time. Examples of the ways in which meaning imbibed place in 
this way are in terms of whether a place was ‘civilised’ or not,17 as hierarchical male spaces,18 or as 
carrying a range of ideological19 and cosmological21 readings.   

Despite this complexity, however, the key point to notice is that each of these mappings serves to 
establish identities: they make claims about who ‘we’ are in relation to gods/God and territory (and 
in this sense they are ideological) over and against who ‘they’ are. They not only include but they  
 
 
 

13 Douglas, Purity, p. 44.  
14 Douglas, Purity, p. 44. Jerome H. Neyrey and Eric C. Stewart, The Social World of the New Testament: Insights and 
Models (Massachusetts: Hendrickson, 2008), p. xxi.  
15 Malina, Insights, p. 171. 
16 For a fuller discussion see M. Pears, ‘Towards a Theological Engagement with an Area of Multiple Deprivation’ (PhD 
dissertation, Amsterdam: Vrije Universiteit, 2015). 
17 Stewart, Gathered. 
18 Moxnes, Putting. 
19 Norman Habel, The Land is Mine: Six Biblical Land Ideologies (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995). 21 John K. Riches, 
Conflicting Mythologies: Identity Formation in the Gospels of Mark and Matthew (Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 2000). 
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also exclude. Thus, when Jesus declared that all foods were clean, he was not simply making an 
argument about religious practice. He was deconstructing and undoing the spatial imagination 
of Israel; he was in effect claiming that the world was being changed and that the whole social-
spatial infrastructure upon which all power was predicated was being displaced to make room for 
a new arrangement. More of this later. First, to be properly prepared for a discussion about the 
shift of spatial imagination from Eden to Caesarea, we should be aware of some of the significant 
work that has been carried out within the social sciences. Whilst we can touch only briefly on the 
subject here, I hope that it is apparent that this is one of the instances where cross-disciplinary 
conversation is much needed.   

 

A Brief Excursion into Social Scientific Theories of Place 

It is sobering to see how far theological studies of place have fallen behind the social sciences and 
it is essential that theology is conversant with the social sciences in this respect.20 I will reference 
the work of just two social scientists here, which I hope will communicate the sense of the 
correlation that exists between some aspects of theology and social sciences.  

The first is David Sibley who, in his book Geographies of Exclusion, argues that the primary social 
arrangements of place are based on exclusion such that ‘others’ (such as women, blacks, children, 
the old, those with alternative lifestyles, gays, the disabled) are placed as outsiders.21 Thus, in 
speaking of the home, he sees it not as a place of secure ‘dwelling’ but rather as an embodiment of 
inequitable power: 

Inside the home and the immediate locality, social and spatial order may be obvious and 
enduring characteristics of the environment. For those who do not fit, either children 
whose conceptions of space and time are at variance with those of controlling adults or 
the homeless, nomadic, or black in a homogeneously white, middle class space, such 
environments may be inherently exclusionary.22 

A key point we need to notice from Sibley’s argument is that there is no hard and fast separation 
between the traditional religious ideas of sacred space and modern secular spaces; exclusion 
is the dominant formative power in all places. So the perception of the ‘sanctity of space’ and the 
‘continuing need for ritual practices’ to maintain that sanctity applies not only to religious spaces but 
to all other places, whether they be trendy cafes, shopping malls or railway stations. He asserts that: 

[These] rituals, as in ancient Israel … are an expression of power relations: they are 
concerned with domination. Today, however, the guardians of sacred spaces are more  
likely to be security guards, parents or judges than priests. They are policing the spaces of 
commerce, public institutions and the home rather than the temple.23  

 

20 A helpful introduction to the study of place is Tim Cresswell, Place: A Short Introduction (Malden, MA and Oxford, UK: 
Blackwell, 2004). 
21 The term ‘outsiders’ is not intended to evoke a simple insider/outsider paradigm. Sibley argues for a much more com-
plex and nuanced social arrangement of place and, indeed, the ethnographic research in Chapter 5 of this thesis shows 
that marginalised ‘estate dwellers’ who exclude ‘outsiders’ are also people of power.  
22 David Sibley, Geographies of Exclusion (London and New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 99. 
23 Sibley, Geographies, p 72. Interestingly Miroslav Volf expresses a not dissimilar view: ‘As a power of normalization, exclu-
sion reigns through all those institutions that we may associate with inclusionary civilization—through the state apparatus, 
educational institutions, media, sciences. They all shape ‘normal’ citizens with ‘normal’ knowledge, values, and practices, 
and thereby either assimilate or eject the ‘abnormal’ other. The modern self … is indirectly constituted through the exclu-
sion of the other’ (Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and Embrace (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1996), p. 62). 26 Cresswell, In Place, p. 3.  
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For Sibley, therefore, place is symbolically important in the construction of ‘deviancy’, where 
defining what is deviant depends on the process of stereotyping ‘others’ (‘othering’) in terms 
of dirt. Sibley argues that the broad categorisation of individuals or groups in terms of dirt can 
be presented in a number of key sub-categories; namely, disease (‘we might catch something 
from them’), nature (‘a swarm’), foreigners (‘go back to where they came from’). You only need to 
read a copy of any tabloid paper to see a generous scattering of such references applied to the 
unemployed, those who are homeless or having to depend on state benefits.   

A second social scientist whose work has bearing on the themes we are exploring here is Tim 
Cresswell. The first point of Creswell’s that I want to highlight is that he develops the thesis that 
‘place’ combines the social with the spatial and that people act ‘in place’ according to their social 
standing. As an example of this he cites the case of an ordinary office where cleaners, secretaries 
and executives all act according to their relation to that particular place.26 A key part of Cresswell’s 
thinking is that social space is organised to serve the interests of those at the top of hierarchies 
(it is thus ideological). Actions or activities which do not conform to the accepted meaning of the 
place are now seen as deviant or ‘out of place’ — judgements are not made about actions per se, but 
about the action’s relation to its location or place (secretaries would not sit in the executives’ chairs).  

The second point, which follows closely on the heels of the first, is to recognise that there is a 
two-way flow of constructive influence between the physical/material and the social aspects of 
place. This is to criticise the imagined binary that says that society shapes space (or place) but the 
converse – that space shapes society – is not the case. Cresswell vigorously rejects this position 
and drawing on other social scientists (including Robert Sack, David Harvey, and Edward Soja) 
argues that space and society are coconstructing:  

[T]hey wish to show that space is not simply formed and moulded but plays an active role 
in the formation of society. Society produces space and space produces society.”24 

These arguments make some important points about the spatial imagination of Eden and present 
significant challenges to any form of mission that is predicated on that set of ideas. Sadly, however, 
there is not room here to expand on these and other key insights from the social sciences in 
the way that they really deserve.25 But even this very brief snapshot should helpfully prepare the 
ground for seeing why a shift to the spatial imagination of Caesarea might be so profound. It might 
help our discussion about Caesarea if, before moving on, I summarise what some of the points are: 

1. That all geographies, including those of Eden and Land, are exclusionary: power is 
expressed in the monopolisation of space and the relegation of weaker groups in society 
to less desirable environments. 

2. That places are invested with meaning and those who do not conform to the dominant 
meanings of the place are seen as deviant or ‘out of place’. 

3. That the nature of place causes these meanings to go generally unnoticed; they are 
regarded as ‘just the way things are’, ‘taken for granted’, or ‘God-given’.  

4. That social-space is organised to serve the interest of those at the top of hierarchies (it is 
ideological). 

5. That place is not fixed, bounded or static. Rather it is dynamic and open. Indeed, the 
material and social are co-constituting, each acting on the other in the production of place.  

 

24 Cresswell, In Place, p. 12. For a discussion on binaries see Paul Cloke and Ron Johnston, Spaces of Geographical 
Thought: Deconstructing Human Geography’s Binaries (London: SAGE, 2005), pp. 1-20.  
25 See Paul Cloke and Mike Pears (eds), Mission in Marginal Places: The Theory (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2016) and 
---, Mission in Marginal Places: The Praxis (Milton Keynes: Paternoster, 2016). 
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The New Spatial Imagination of Caesarea 

This brief discussion of place suggests some interesting interpretive approaches to familiar New 
Testament texts and consequent practices for mission. In this instance I will focus on Acts 10 and 
the events at Caesarea which culminate in the face-to-face meeting of Cornelius and Peter.  

This is no ordinary meeting. The boundaries (cultural-religiousspatial) which separate these 
two men and their entourages are formidable. Indeed, for them, the very idea of meeting is 
inconceivable, taboo. Yet Luke’s narrative has been inexorably moving his readers to this point. 
That the gospel would be a light to the Gentiles has been a major theme from the very beginning 
of the text (Luke 2.32; Isaiah 42.6)26 and Acts 13 could be seen as the much-anticipated moment of 
fulfilment as, for the first time, Gentiles are actually being included in the early church (coinciding 
as it does with the completion of Peter’s ministry and the beginning of Paul’s).  

Furthermore, Luke has already presented Jesus himself as provocatively disregarding the normal 
Jewish and Roman social-spatial arrangements. He has with impunity transgressed the norms of 
religious purity,27 the hierarchical settlement of ‘male-space’,28 and the Roman hegemonic space of 
empire.29 These dramatic cultural-spatial performances suggest that to see Jesus simply as one 
who radically crosses boundaries falls far short of Luke’s intent. Jesus acts as if the boundaries did 
not exist and his declaration of the kingdom seems to be no less than an inauguration of an entirely 
new spatial imagination accompanied by a host of social-spatial performances that witness to and 
embody an as yet unseen and unknown kind of place – indeed, nothing less that the new creation.  

Given all that has been spelled out in Luke’s narrative, the surprise of Acts 10 is that Peter is 
presented as being so disorientated or unseeing in the face of the momentous meeting that 
is about to take place.30 Perhaps this is itself a testimony to the sheer strength of the cultural-
religious hegemony of the day that placed such a meeting so far beyond the realms of possibility. 
As Luke records, Peter ‘was greatly perplexed’ (v.17) and it was only through his eventual encounter 
with Cornelius that he could say, ‘God has shown me that I should not call any man unholy or 
unclean’ (v.28). Peter was not the only one amongst the Jews who was amazed (v.45) and he 
certainly had his work cut out convincing the wider church about what had taken place.  

The first movement of the story therefore relates to Peter’s own spatial imagination – his own inner 
sense of how the world worked. This is a fundamental point of departure for those disciples who 
wish to follow Jesus into the spatial practices of the new creation: the movement away from the 
exclusionary spatiality of Eden and Land and towards the inclusive spatiality of the new creation 
starts within the self. There should be no surprise in this focus on self as, with the other Gospel 
writers, Luke presents Jesus as naming these exclusionary practices – and indeed all exclusion of 
others – as ‘sin’ (note, for example, the speck and the log of Matthew 7.1-5).  
 
He was, according to Miroslav Volf’s profound exposition of the practices of exclusion and 
embrace, ‘no prophet of ‘inclusion’ for whom the chief virtue was acceptance and the cardinal vice 
 
 
 

26 For the complementary phrases ‘a light to the Gentiles’ and ‘the ends of the earth’ see Isaiah 42.6; 49.6; Luke 2.32; 
Acts 13.46-47; 26.23; for ‘when the Holy Spirit has come upon you’ see Isaiah 32.15; Luke 24.49; and for ‘you will be my 
witnesses’ see Isaiah 43.10, 12; Luke 24.49. David W. Pao, Acts and the Isaianic New Exodus (Eugene, Oregon: WIPF and 
Stock, 2000), p. 91.  
27 For discussion see: Malina, Insights; Jerome H. Neyrey, ‘The Idea of Purity in Mark’s Gospel’, Semeia 35 (1986), 91-128. 
28 Moxnes, Putting. 
29 Stewart, Gathered. 
30 N. T. Wright, Victory (London: SPCK, 1996), pp. 308-310. 
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 intolerance’.31 Rather he challenged the belief that the source of evil lies outside of a person, in 
impure things, and identified it as being ‘in the impure heart’ (Mark 7.15). Thus:  

The pursuit of false purity emerges as a central aspect of sin – the enforced purity of 
a person or a community that sets itself apart from the defiled world in a hypocritical 
sinlessness and excludes the boundary breaking other from its heart and its world. Sin 
is here the kind of purity that wants the world cleansed of the other rather than the heart 
cleansed of the evil that drives people out by calling those who are clean ‘unclean’ and 
refusing to help make clean those who are unclean. Put more formally, sin is ‘the will to 
purify’ turned away from the ‘spiritual’ life of the self to the cultural world of the other, 
transmuted from spirituality into ‘politics’ broadly conceived …35 

This seems a final indictment against the social-spatial practices of the purity codes associated 
with Eden and the Land. No wonder much of the narrative is caught up with Peter’s dramatic 
inner experience – surely nothing less than a personal conversion. First through his dream (vv.9-
16) and then by coming into the ‘Gentile space’ of Cornelius’s house (vv.22-35) Peter turns away 
from centuries of Jewish tradition as he says, ‘God has shown me that I should not call any person 
unholy or unclean’ (v.28) and that ‘God is not one to show partiality’(vv.28, 34). 

We should not overlook the significance of who is doing the moving in this story, or of who is the 
guest and who is the host. It is notable that Peter is the one doing the travelling, it is he who moves 
out of his own world, beyond the social and geographical boundaries which previously fenced 
him in, and into the unfamiliar world of the Gentile community. Perhaps he is reflecting in his own 
physical journey the movement prophesied by Isaiah that the gospel would be a light to the ends 
of the earth (Isaiah 42.6; 49.6; Luke 2.32; Acts 13.46-47; 26.23). This Spirit-initiated movement 
was not for him a calling of Gentiles into his space, his ‘pure’ God space, so that they could 
come to know his God as he knew him and participate in his faith traditions. Rather, by moving 
into the cultural and faith space of the stranger, the story focuses on a graphic exposure of the 
limitations of Peter’s own faith space and how his construction of his religious space made him 
blind to the humanity of others (‘I too am a man’ (human) and ‘I should not call any person holy or 
unclean’(v.26)).  

Perhaps one of the most sinister aspects of Peter’s blindness to the humanity of the Gentile-other 
is the inability to conceive that God is in any way with them (as, for example, in the judgement 
of Matthew 25.38-40: ‘When did we see you a stranger … naked … sick … in prison?’). It is the 
prejudicial conviction that ‘God is with me, but not with you’ that is both a cause and consequence 
of hard cultural, religious and spatial boundaries such as those around Peter; boundaries 
which fuel the stereotyping of people such as Cornelius as ‘godless pagan’ (exemplified in the 
‘amazement’ of ‘all the circumcised believers who had come with Peter’ – see Acts10.45). In moving 
out of the security of his own cultural space with all its preconceived certainties and into the 
vulnerability of Cornelius’s home it seems that, for the first time, Peter’s eyes were being opened 
to the truth that the God he worshipped might also be found outside of the confines of his own 
religious tribe (Acts 10.34-35). 

In his beautiful and persuasive book The Go-Between God, John Taylor describes ‘the current of 
communication’ between the self and the other as an essential work of the Holy Spirit. He insists 
that a necessary part of Christian mission is:  

(T)he opening of our eyes towards other people. And this also is the gift of the Spirit. A 
Christian can never be the means of communicating Christ to another until what we might 
call the current of communication has been switched on. The scales fell from the eyes of  

31  Volf, Exclusion, pp. 72-73. 35 Volf, Exclusion, p. 74. 
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the convert in the city of Damascus precisely when he heard one of these whose very lives 
he had been threatening say: ‘Saul, my brother, the lord Jesus has sent me to you’. I-Thou.32 

Taylor’s words are as applicable to Peter as they are to Paul. Peter’s journey and the hospitality of 
Cornelius has dramatically changed the tone of the story. The current of communication has been 
established. What began as a cultural and geographical distance between the two (a distance 
which was initially and tentatively bridged by messengers (Acts 10.8-9, 17-20)) has moved to 
an intimate place of face-to-face dialogue where, for the first time, strangers share personal 
experiences and stories. As they recognise shared humanity and faith in God, each of their lives 
are changed in ways which just days before had been inconceivable. As Taylor puts it: 

This is the gift of the Go-Between God, the Spirit. Just as he opens my eyes in recognition 
of some other being and generates a current of communication between us, in the same 
way he can open my awareness towards the reality of myself.33 

 

Mission and the Spatial Imagination 

In one sense the actual embodiment of the spatial imagination of Caesarea is so limited as to 
seem at first sight of little consequence. It is after all only witnessed as a momentary relational 
space which exists between two men – it is limited in its timeframe as well as in geography. Yet, 
like the empty tomb on the day of resurrection, once the event has taken place (once the kingdom 
has come on earth as in heaven) there is no going back. This is the power of the ‘prophetic 
imagination’.34 It is to bring into view that which is not yet seen, for in so doing the machinations of 
the powers are exposed and the Lordship of Christ is made known (Colossians 1.13-23).  

What then, might we ask, are the practical implications for mission and what kinds of things might 
we hope to see which bear witness to the formation of new-creational spaces? There is certainly 
a need for more ‘reflexive space’ within the practices of mission (as with Peter’s experience) and a 
confession that mission must involve the ongoing conversion of the self as well as the other. One 
such reflexive moment occurred in the experience of our own small Christian community, when 
one of our number was invited on a caravan holiday by a group of men in their fifties. The men were 
all long-term residents of the predominantly white estate that we called home and being outside 
of regular employment were represented in the tickbox culture of the welfare system as ‘hard 
to reach’. As a group we (of course) considered ourselves more enlightened and eschewed this 
stereotypical labelling of people. The gut response, however, of our community member to the 
open-hearted invitation to share a caravan holiday was of strong rejection: “There was no way I 
wanted to spend a week in a caravan with that group!” ‘Hard to reach’ works both ways. From the 
standpoint of the group of men, we too were hard to reach and the encounter presented us with 
a disturbing glimpse of the extent to which we had bought into this misrepresentation of others. 
Our own spatial imaginations were, after all, not as free or enlightened as we had thought. The 
Peter-Cornelius narrative, however, might draw our attention to the redemptive potential in such 
an encounter, where the painful realisation of our own obliviousness might also constitute a new 
‘shared space of appearance’ where relationships between those who are culturally and socially 
other might be newly imagined.35  
 
 
32 John V. Taylor, The Go-Between God (London: SCM, 1972), p. 21. 
33 Ibid., p. 21. 
34 Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2001). 
35 For ideas of ‘the obliviousness that is associated with power’ and ‘shared spaces of appearance’ see McClintock 
Fulkerson, Places. 
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At a practical level this realisation enabled our community member to spot the gift in the invitation 
(that these men saw a friendship rather than a client-provider relationship) and on subsequent 
occasions to lean more strongly into the humanising opportunities for friendship.  

Alongside this reflexive practice there is, I suggest, the need to focus on creative and innovative 
social, spiritual, and spatial practices whose intent is to participate with ‘the Spirit of the Go-
Between God’ in opening up ‘newcreational spaces’ in our own mundane, everyday worlds. I say 
‘mundane’ and ‘everyday’ to draw attention to our propensity when thinking of innovative practice 
to project imagination and energy to some exciting mission context or project and to wholly 
overlook our own familiar habitation. It is not unusual, for example, to sit in a meeting, as I recently 
did, when the same social-spatial boundaries we are talking about overcoming in our mission are 
forcefully alive within the room – yet, critically, unacknowledged and unnamed. Of the five of us 
sitting around the table, the single ethnic minority person present (who had actually convened 
the meeting) was, as a consequence of the social arrangement, almost silent. Our ability to 
participate in the opening of ‘new creational spaces’ will only ever be as effective as when we are 
able to see those spaces emerge within our own familiar habitations – otherwise we will simply 
remain in the mode of projecting our own social-spatial sense of the world on others around us.  

And finally, there is a risky invitation to have the courage to leave behind our safe, self-
constructed, Eden-like, places and – like Peter – respond to the knock at the door and journey 
out as a stranger into the social and cultural spaces of others. Such it seemed was a Spirit-
given invitation for another member of our Christian community who, aware of the limitations to 
relationship of his professional helping role in an advice centre, invited a couple of younger men 
to his home to ‘watch the footie’ on TV. This quite quickly evolved into regular evenings of playing 
poker (for small change) where for up to four or five hours a group of men would drink beer, 
play cards, and have fun. In these times, sitting around a dining room table rather than across an 
advice centre counter, the space of person-to-person encounter was newly convened; social 
prejudice began to be eroded and men began to talk into the early hours of the morning about the 
things that mattered to them. Was this in any sense an embodiment of the spatial imagination of 
Caesarea? It is difficult to say. But when one of the men said that this was the only friendship he 
had that didn’t involve hitting someone, it seems that something of a conversion was beginning 
to happen for all involved. The challenge of these new-creational spaces is that they remain 
(by definition) outside of our control; sometimes all we can do is sit with the uncertainty of 
the question ‘is this a Caesarea-type space?’ But, given the argument I have presented here, 
cultivating the spirituality of the question, rather than the certainty of the answer, is precisely the 
kind of intuitive practice that is at the heart of participation with the Spirit in the formation of new-
creational spaces.  
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A theology of building resilient  

communities in vertical villages:  

the role of churches and faith-based organisations

Karina Kreminski and Armen Gakavian

Introduction

As Australia’s population grows and governments sell land for development, more and more 
people are living in high-rise towers. Developers often promote these buildings and estates as 
‘communities’ and ‘villages’, however in most cases there is little if any strategy in place to live up to 
these ideals.

The Vertical Villages Project “explores people’s experiences of living in multicultural high-rise, mix-
tenure and high-density urban environments”.1 As part of that project, this paper explores ways 
in which local churches and Christian faith-based organisations can partner with communities in 
vertical villages to build resilience. 

We start by exploring the idea of resilience and the role of social capital in bonding people 
together within groups and bridging them between different groups. We look at the challenges 
and opportunities of building resilient communities in vertical villages and briefly look at successful 
models. We ask what specific contribution churches and faith-based organisations can make 
in this space. We then suggest five theological concepts that relate to the idea of resilience - 
community, shalom, incarnation, creation care and place – and how these concepts can motivate 
and inform churches and faith-based organisations as they partner with vertical villages to build 
resilient communities. Finally we provide some spiritual practices and practical tools to help you 
get started on the journey, followed by some check-in questions and practical suggestions.

Resilient Communities

In his book, Building Resilience, Daniel Aldrich writes:

The word resilience derives from the Latin word resilire, meaning to ‘jump back’ or 
to ‘recoil,’ and it generally describes ‘the capacity of a material or system to return to 
equilibrium after displacement’… resilience indicates the ‘capacity for adaptation in the 
face of disturbance, stress, or adversity.’2

Why is there is so much discussion in recent times about resilient cities and neighbourhoods? If 
resilience is about the capacity to adapt or return to “equilibrium” after dislocation, how is  
 
 
1 Department of Planning and Geography, Macquarie University, ‘Community, Place and Urban Density Pilot Project’, 
n.d., https://www.mq.edu.au/faculty-of-arts/departments-and-schools/department-of-geography-and-planning/our-re-
search/vertical-villages. See also ‘Villages have faith to grow upwards’, Churches Housing, Parramatta, NSW, 1st Decem-
ber 2021, https://churcheshousing.org.au/villages-have-faith-to-grow-upwards.
2 Daniel P. Aldrich, Building resilience: Social Capital in Post-Disaster Recovery (Chicago, IL: Chicago University Press, 
2012), quoting F.H. Norris et al., ‘Community resilience as a metaphor, theory, set of capacities, and strategy for disaster 
readiness’, American Journal of Community Psychology 41, nos 1-2 (2008), 127-150.
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this relevant to cities and neighbourhoods? Cities are places of constant change, fracture and 
innovation, and this can cause stress, anxiety and a sense of disorientation. Moreover, when we 
are faced with the threat of climate change, increased social fragmentation and more recently 
disasters such as bushfires, floods and pandemics, we need to think about resilient places more 
than ever. For example, the City of Sydney has built the need for resilience into their post-Covid-19 
Community Recovery Plan, stating that local government and neighbourhoods can work together 
to build resilience:

Strong connections, a commitment to sharing knowledge between residents, service 
providers, government and businesses, and including a diverse range of perspectives 
are critical. These support our communities to adapt to changing situations, take the lead 
on their own recovery, come together as communities and thrive after disruptions, such 
as this pandemic, and deal with longer-term stresses. They also build resilience ahead of 
future shocks.3

Aldrich made an interesting discovery during his research into communities recovering from 
disasters. He found that resilient communities were able to bounce back, not due primarily to 
financial assistance from external institutions such as charities or governments, but due to the 
strength of their social capital. This simply means that recovery was accelerated as a result 
of social connections, networks, friendships and family ties in the community. This included 
connections within groups that shared a sense of common identity (bonding capital) and between 
these groups (bridging capital).4 Aldrich writes that social capital helps neighbourhoods “engage 
in effective and efficient recovery through coordinated efforts and cooperative activities”. In 
contrast, “neighbourhoods demonstrating less resilience fail to mobilize collectively and often must 
wait for recovery guidance and assistance from private or public sectors”.5 

Aldrich’s findings are relevant as we think about what resilience looks like in cities, neighbourhoods 
and vertical villages. In her book, Glimpses of Utopia, Sydney’s Deputy Lord Mayor Jess Scully 
highlights the importance of creating physical places that make it easier to build bridging social 
capital in neighbourhoods:

Resilience arises when there are strong human bonds in a place. These connections 
can disintegrate when there aren’t enough accessible, welcoming civic spaces, shared 
places that aren’t about shopping, gambling, work or worship. We need places that belong 
to everybody so we can encounter difference, appreciate the range of experiences our 
neighbours have and lean to embrace perspectives that are unlike out own. We need 
places to bump into each other for the wonderful, accidental serendipitous moments that 
help us feel like we belong in a place, that we’re seen and we matter.6

The emphasis on social capital creates a shift from reliance on outside resources, such as the 
public or private sector, to local social networks for solutions and strategies to create places 
that flourish. In their book, The Abundant Community, John McKnight and Peter Block contrast a 
citizen, “who chooses to create life, the neighbourhood, the world from their own gifts and the gifts  
of others”, with a consumer, ”who has surrendered to others the power to provide what is essential  
 
 
 

3 City of Sydney, ‘Community Recovery Plan: A strategic plan for economic and social recovery’, June 2020, 25, ac-
cessed at https://www.cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/strategies-action-plans/recovery-plan.
4 See ‘What is social capital?’, in OECD Insights: Human Capital, https://www.oecd.org/insights/37966934.pdf.
5 Aldrich, Building resilience, page unknown.
6 Jess Scully, Glimpses of Utopia: Real Ideas for a Fairer World (Sydney: Bloomsbury, 2020), 307.
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for a full and satisfied life”.7 Importantly, they add that strong communities are above all “necessary 
because of the inherent limits of all institutions. No matter how hard they try, our very best 
institutions cannot do many things that only we can do.8

In short, communities can reduce their dependency on outside resources by strengthening their 
social capital and creating a physical environment that encourages both bonding and bridging. 
This makes communities more resilient in the face of the stresses, disruptions and challenges that 
come their way. 

Vertical Villages: Challenges, opportunities and successful models

What are the unique challenges and opportunities around building resilient communities in vertical 
villages? And are there any successful models?

A vertical village is a multi-storey residential building or complex of residential buildings. The 
Australian Bureau of Statistics groups multi-storey buildings into four types: “low rise (1 to 3 
storeys); medium rise (4 to 8 storeys); high-rise (9 to 19 storeys); and super high-rise (20 or more 
storeys)”.9 In the 2016 Census, almost 2.5 million Australians – about 10 per cent of the population 
- lived in apartments, with one in 6 dwellings being apartments.10 In this paper, our focus is on 
medium-rise and high-rise buildings of 4 storeys or more.

Challenges

High-rise living can be fraught with social fragmentation, loneliness, a sense of lack of community 
and diminished well-being, especially in the case of social housing. In Britain, as also later in 
Australia, during the massive public building program from 1945 to 1969, “Tower blocks stood for 
modernity, sunlight and glass as opposed to soot, damp and narrow backs to backs. They also 
addressed the problem of suburban sprawl. In the view of many however they failed. They were 
built for community. They worked for solitude”.11

Saruchi Modi identifies five characteristics of both public and private high-rise developments that 
pose a challenge to resilience or “social sustainability”. Firstly, most movement happens through 
interior corridors and lifts, reducing the opportunity for social interaction. Secondly, the lack of 
private front yards means there is less opportunity for ‘hobbies, such as gardening and tinkering’ 
that can bring neighbours together. Thirdly, high-rise dwellings don’t allow for the same level of 
“expressions of uniqueness and personalization” as private dwellings. Fourthly, fixed floor space 
means owners cannot expand their living space and have to move when their needs grow, which 
creates a more transient population. Finally, the absence of front yards, and streets connecting 
homes and public spaces such as parks, creates a “missing link” for social interaction.12

7 John McKnight and Peter Block, The Abundant Community: Awakening the Power of Families and Neighbourhoods 
(San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, 2010), 7.
8 McKnight and Block, The Abundant Community, 2. Emphasis ours.
9 ‘Telling Storeys - Characteristics of Apartment Building Heights’, Australian Bureau of Statistics, December 2018, 
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Lookup/8752.0Feature+Article1Dec%202018.
10 See ‘Apartment Living’, Australian Bureau of Statistics, 26th September 2017, https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.
nsf/Lookup/by%20Subject/2071.0~2016~Main%20Features~Apartment%20Living~20.
11 Timothy Gorringe, A Theology of the Built Environment Justice, Empowerment, Redemption (Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2009), 99-100.
12 Suruchi Modi, ‘Improving the Social Sustainability of High-Rises’, CTBUH Journal 1 (2014), 26-27 [24-30], accessed at 
https://global.ctbuh.org/resources/papers/download/828-improving-the-social-sustainability-of-high-rises.pdf.
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Concerns over safety, distance from the street and architectural characteristics such as narrow 
public spaces also affect social interaction and therefore mental health. These impacts are 
especially evident among lower income populations.13 While better design can alleviate some 
of these negative factors,14 building resilient communities is as much as a social project as an 
architectural one.

To this mix of challenges we can add three recent trends in high-rise development in Australia that 
pose a challenge to building resilient communities. Firstly, governments are looking increasingly 
to ‘mixed tenure’ housing. For example, the NSW government is planning on building over 60,000 
private, social and affordable dwellings in mixed-tenure complexes between 2018 and 2028.15 This 
means there will be a greater mix of income levels and advantage/disadvantage in residential high-
rise buildings.

Secondly, our cities are becoming increasingly diverse in terms of culture, language and religion, 
and this has a disproportionate impact on vertical villages. The 2016 Census reported that a higher 
percentage of overseas-born Australians lived in apartments compared to those born in Australia, 
with 17 per cent of overseas-born Australians living in high-rise compared with only 6.7 per cent of 
those born in Australia. Further, over 31 per cent of all people born in North-East Asia, 26 per cent 
of those born in Southern and Central Asia and 24 per cent of those born in the Americas lived in 
apartments.16

Thirdly, residents in vertical villages are increasingly likely to be renters – 59 per cent compared to 
21 per cent in stand-alone houses17 - and therefore transient and less likely to have a commitment 
to their community. Vertical villages are the epitome of what Brian J. Walsh and Steven Bouma-
Prediger describe as postmodern displacement, homelessness and alienation.18

Opportunities

With all their challenges, vertical villages also present a unique opportunity for community 
resilience. Vertical villages can be places of abundant community, 19 a fact that is well-documented 
but was especially highlighted when the Victorian government locked down some of Melbourne’s 
social housing buildings, without warning, during its Covid lockdown. Here, high-density living,  
 
 
 
 
 
13 P. Barros et al., ‘Social consequences and mental health outcomes of living in high-rise residential buildings and the 
influence of planning, urban design and architectural decisions: A systematic review’, Cities 93 (2019), 263-272.
14 Saleh Kalantari and Mardelle M. Shepley, ‘Psychological and social impacts of high-rise buildings: a review of the 
post-occupancy evaluation literature’, Housing Studies 35 (2020), page unknown.
15 See ‘Strong market interest in Australia’s first mixed build-to-rent development’, Media Release: NSW Government: 
Communities and Justice, 26th October 2018, https://www.facs.nsw.gov.au/about/media/releases/archive/strong-mar-
ket-interest-in-australias-first-mixed-build-to-rent-development.
16 ‘Apartment Living - Country of Birth’, in ‘2071.0 - Census of Population and Housing: Reflecting Australia - Stories from 
the Census, 2016’, Australian Bureau of Statistics, 29th September 2017, https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/
Lookup/by%20Subject/2071.0~2016~Main%20Features~Apartment%20Living~20. 
17 ‘Apartment Living’, Australian Bureau of Statistics.
18 See Brian J. Walsh and Steven Bouma-Prediger, Beyond Homelessness: Christian Faith in a Culture of Displacement 
(Grand Rapids, MI, and Cambridge: Eerdmans Publishing, 2008), 45.
19 See for example the case studies in Armen Gakavian, ‘Social inclusion in a faith-based community organisation: Wel-
come, participation, belonging and power within The Salvation Army’s incarnational ministries’, Unpublished Report for 
The Salvation Army Australia Eastern Territory - Social Inclusion Research Project (2010-2011), 2012.
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familiarity with neighbours’ needs and cultural mix provided the basis for strong community 
resilience in a time of crisis.20

There may be several reasons for this resilience. In social housing estates, there may be greater 
interdependence due to financial insecurity, time availability and sense of a shared journey. Beyond 
the social housing context, Modi suggests that, perhaps ironically, security blocks can encourage 
residents to use common facilities and connect with neighbours within their building, though this 
means less interaction with non-residents.21

Further, if managed well, some of the factors potentially contributing to fragmentation – ‘mixed 
tenure’ housing and cultural, linguistic and religious diversity – can provide opportunities for 
building resilience by drawing on the diverse strengths and experiences of the community and 
strengthening bridging social capital between diverse groups.

Successful models

How do we minimise the challenges and draw on the opportunities that come with living in high-
rise buildings to help build resilience in vertical villages? Here we briefly look at two case studies 
and the role played by community organisations, before asking how churches and faith-based 
organisations can get involved.

An example of high-rise done well is the well-known Sirius building at The Rocks in Sydney. This 
was an experiment in social housing developed in the late 1970s. Its success could be attributed to 
the mix of dwelling types - one, two and three bedroom dwellings and dedicated aged care units. 
This catered for the needs of various family sizes and the elderly. Its design also made it feel less 
high-rise even though it is technically a high-rise building: “Although Sirius may be considered high-
rise, less than forty percent of the units are above four stories high. Forty-nine units are accessed 
via the central lift core, there are four walk-up sections, and three units are accessed directly from 
the street”.22

Community-building was also factored into the design of the building. “An ambition for Sirius was 
to create a community. To help achieve this, two internal common areas are provided as well as 
shared courtyards front and back. … Sirius is an example of how well-designed, communal spaces 
can foster the development of a strong community among residents”, enhancing bridging social 
capital.23 Then there is the Heritage Room, about which the Housing Commissioner wrote that 
“Elderly folk need never be lonely with this Community room provided specially for their use”, 
strengthening bonding social capital among the elderly.24

Another model is Washington Avenue, Riverwood, within the new Canterbury-Bankstown LGA in 
Sydney’s west, built in the Riverwood social housing estate and completed in 2014 with 825 new  
 
 
 
20 James Button and Julie Szego, ‘”A completely different world”: the rich and resilient communities inside Melbourne’s 
towers’, The Guardian Australia, 9th July 2020, https://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2020/jul/09/a-complete-
ly-different-world-the-rich-and-resilient-communities-inside-melbournes-towers. See also the case studies in Armen 
Gakavian, ‘Social inclusion in a faith-based community organisation: Welcome, participation, belonging and power within 
The Salvation Army’s incarnational ministries’, Unpublished Report for The Salvation Army Australia Eastern Territory - 
Social Inclusion Research Project (2010-2011), 2012.
21 Modi, ‘Improving the Social Sustainability of High-Rises’, 27.
22 John Dunn, Ben Pearke and Amiera Piscopo, Sirius (Dawes Point, NSW: Piper Press, 2017), 24.
23 Dunn et al., Sirius, 24, 40.
24 Dunn et al., Sirius, 46.
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homes, multi-storey unit/apartment buildings. This includes a mix of 150 social housing units for 
seniors and 675 private units. The social and private units are segregated, which means they are 
in separate buildings. The project is a partnership between the NSW Government, a developer 
(PAYCE Consolidated Ltd) and a community housing provider (St George Community Housing).25

A study found that the early involvement of the community housing provider in the consultation, 
planning, construction and management of the Riverwood estate led to stronger social outcomes. 
Community housing providers are “‘best placed’ to understand the requirements” of tenants and 
can help strengthen bridging social capital by ensuring appropriate integration of tenures (salt 
and pepper, clustered or segregated), placemaking design elements to bring people together 
and design elements to reduce observable differences and stigma. The model was not perfect, 
however, and there was scope for greater participation by tenants in the management of the 
estate, for instance.26

Where community groups are not included in the development process from the start, they need 
to find other ways to partner with residents and organisations operating in vertical villages to help 
build resilient communities. 

The role of churches and faith-based-organistations 

Despite the challenges, there is opportunity and scope for resilient communities to be created in 
vertical villages, and churches and faith-based organisations have a key role to play.

A helpful definition of a faith-based organisation (henceforth FBO) is “an organization, with 
or without nonprofit status, that provides social services and is either religiously-motivated 
or religiously affiliated”. Goldsmith et al. list at least four different types of FBOs: “religious 
congregations; organizations or projects sponsored by congregations; incorporated nonprofit 
organizations that are independent or affiliated with a congregation; and local and regional 
interfaith coalitions”. This definition includes churches and church-based projects and programs 
as well as larger organisations. We will draw on their definition in this paper but use the term 
‘churches and FBOs’ to remind us that local churches have a key role to play in their communities.27

In the last three decades, churches and FBOs have taken on a growing role in delivering social 
services, often in partnership with governments.28 In Australia, large faith-based organisations 
account for 23 of the 25 organisations operating in the welfare services sector – a much higher 
rate compared to the UK and USA, FBOs.29 But there are also thousands of churches and church-
based organisations that are active in their local communities.

25 Judith Stubbs & Associates, ‘Best Practice in Multi-Tenure Development: Part A: Australian Case Studies’, Report pre-
pared for the NSW Federation of Housing Associations Inc. under the NSW Community Housing Industry Development 
Strategy, July 2017, 70, accessed at https://communityhousing.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/PART-A-AUSTRA-
LIAN-CASE-STUDIES-170703.pdf.
26 Judith Stubbs & Associates, ‘Best Practice in Multi-Tenure Development’, 82-85, 87.
27 See Stephen Goldsmith, William B. Eimicke and Chris Pineda, ‘Faith-Based Organizations Versus their Secular Coun-
terparts: A Primer For Local Officials’, Ash Institute for Democratic Governance and Innovation John F. Kennedy School 
of Government Harvard University, Spring 2006, 2, 3 [1-10], accessed at https://www.innovations.harvard.edu/sites/
default/files/11120.pdf.
28 Justin Beaumont, ‘Introduction: Faith-based Organisations and Urban Social Issues’, Urban Studies 45, no. 10, Special 
Issue: Faith-based Organisations and Urban Social Issues (September 2008), 2,013 [2,011-2,017], accessed at https://
www.jstor.org/stable/i40125241.
29 Tim Redfern, ‘Faith-Based NGOs in the Australian Welfare Economy’, 9th February 2017, accessed at
https://medium.com/@tim.redfern/faith-based-ngos-in-the-australian-welfare-economy-a53aa5d5e38d.
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Churches and FBOs face challenges as they engage in communities, but also have advantages. 
On the one hand, they can potentially be seen as divisive in a secular context.30 Also, in an 
increasingly multicultural context, some migrant groups may be hesitant to engage with churches 
and FBOs for fear that they might try to convert them. On the other hand, migrant groups with 
a higher level of religiosity may be drawn to churches and FBOs if those churches and FBOs 
operate in the interests of the common good.31 Further, Goldsmith et al. and Lewis and Randolph-
Horne identify a number of features that make churches and FBOs well placed to work alongside 
communities, including: trust by their communities (notwithstanding the negative impact of 
revelations about extensive child abuse); access to volunteers and donations; being embedded in 
their communities and having a wide reach; holistically addressing physical, emotional, relational 
and spiritual needs; and being driven by a higher calling.32 Also, many churches have members 
from different socioeconomic, cultural and age groups, so can offer connection and volunteers 
across diverse groups.

Interviews with the leaders of Australian largest FBOs in 2012-13 also found that churches and 
FBOs do not, on the whole, share the gospel message in a coercive way; are motivated by an 
understanding of people being made in the image of God and therefore of intrinsic value; believe 
in the need for grace; are guided by hope; serve all without discrimination; and go the extra mile. 
Churches and FBOs see themselves as part of God’s unfolding redemptive plan for the world, and 
aspire to a high set of values, grounded in the gospels and in the life of Jesus.33

Theological concepts of resilience

As we think about what role churches and FBOs can play in partnering with vertical villages to 
create resilient communities, a helpful starting point is to ask: what kind of theology of resilient 
communities can inform our practice?

Based on our earlier discussion around resilience, we can see some intersections between this 
concept and a Christian framework. A theological perspective will show us that Christians have a 
responsibility to work with others to build resilient communities in the context of vertical villages. 
We propose five theological concepts stemming from scripture that emerge from the practice of 
cultivating resilient communities. These are: community, shalom, incarnation, creation care and 
place.

30 Robert Furbey and Marie Macey, ‘Religion and urban regeneration: a place for faith?’, Policy & Politics 33, no. 1 (January 
2005), 95-116.
31 Beaumont, ‘Introduction’, 2,013.
32 Goldsmith et al, 2006, 4, citing various sources; and J. Lewis and E. Randolph-Horne, Faiths, Hope and Participation: 
Celebrating Faith Groups’ Role in Neighbourhood Renewal (London: New Economics Foundation, 2001). Note that most 
of the literature relates to church and FBO activity in social housing complexes, in multicultural communities or in ad-
dressing issues of poverty and injustice. We have drawn on this literature and adapted, as much as possible, its findings 
to our broader discussion of vertical villages.
33 Armen Gakavian, ‘Motivated by the Gospel: What Makes Christian Social Service Organisations “Christian”?’, Zadok 
Papers S220 (Winter 2017), 1-9. Originally published as Armen Gakavian, ‘Serving the Public, Serving the Gospel What 
makes a Christian Service Organisation “Christian”?’, a paper prepared for HammondCare on behalf of the Centre for 
Public Christianity, 1st February 2013.
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Community

Resilience relies on strong social capital in the form of good local relationships, networks and 
connections. Nurturing community is at the heart of building resilience in a place. As Christians 
we are Trinitarian monotheists, which means we believe in a community of Persons who work as 
a team for the redemption of our world. Father, Son and Holy Spirit are at work in a perichoretic 
(intimate and reciprocal) relationship that to some extent can be a model for us in terms of how we 
see ourselves as individuals who are in relationship with one another, and also for how we interact 
with each other. 

We get an insight into this interaction in Luke 11:21: “In that same hour he (Jesus) rejoiced in the 
Holy Spirit and said, ‘I thank you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, that you have hidden these 
things from the wise and understanding and revealed them to little children; yes, Father, for such 
was your gracious will’”. Here we see the response of Father, Son and Holy Spirit to the disciples’ 
success in mission. This community, shared mission and hospitality are something that as 
Christians we seek to emulate as we relate to each other in community. We see this community 
and priority of relationships fleshed out in Acts 2:42-47 when the early church met together 
regularly in order to nurture community. As Tod Bolsinger writes, “In many ways ... the doctrine 
of the Trinity leads us to see that life in its essence is relationship. While so many in our society 
celebrate the significance of the solitary individual, the truth is that humans are, by nature and 
design, deeply dependent upon one another”.34

Connection, community and relationship are important to God. To be human is to be in community 
and relationship with others. God has made us to be in community and, without this, we are less 
than human. If this is at the very core of what it means to be human, then we must work to build 
connection, community and good relationships in our contexts. Helping to foster resilience 
through nurturing good relationships is a profoundly biblical practice. 

Shalom

Ultimately fostering resilient communities is about ensuring that people in a place move towards 
flourishing. The aim of creating communities that can bounce back after disasters, and that have 
an inbuilt sense of strength that can lead to not only survival but thriving, is about cultivating places 
and people that flourish. The biblical word to describe this sense of flourishing is shalom.

We see shalom being used in Jeremiah 29:7: “But seek the welfare (shalom) of the city where 
I have sent you into exile, and pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your 
welfare”. This must have sounded a little counterintuitive to the Israelites. Lisa Sharon Harper 
writes that in scripture shalom means well-being, wholeness, the perfection of God’s creation, 
abundance and peace. It is used as a greeting, proclaims the absence of conflicts and can also 
mean the restoration of relationships, healing and peace.35 Good relationships are a crucial part of 
shalom.  
 
 
 
 

34 Tod Bolsinger, It Takes a Church to Raise a Christian: How the Community of God Transforms Lives (Grand Rapids MI: 
Brazos Press, 2004), 61.
35 Lisa Sharon Harper, The Very Good Gospel: How Everything Wrong can be Made Right (New York: WaterBrook, 2016), 
12.
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Harper explains:

The peace of self is dependent upon the peace of the other. God created the world in 
a web of relationships that overflowed with forceful goodness. These relationships are 
far-reaching: between humanity and God, between humanity and self, between genders, 
between humanity and the rest of creation, within families, between ethnic groups or 
races, and between nations. These relationships were very good in the beginning. One 
word characterised them all: shalom.… Shalom is the stuff of the kingdom.36

Since Genesis 3:15, God has been on a mission to bring restoration to our world through 
reconciliation and redemption. This new world he is creating is called the kingdom of God in the 
Gospels, and the life of the kingdom can be seen in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount in Matthew 5 
onwards. This sermon can be seen as a manifestation of the reign of God on earth if practiced. In 
these beatitudes, Jesus speaks to peacemaking, keeping justice and practicing mercy, and when 
fleshed out these values contribute to a human flourishing. If resilience is about people and places 
flourishing, then this is in line with the biblical concept of shalom which is the aim of God’s mission. 
We are called to participate with God on this mission to bring shalom to our world.

Incarnation

Building resilience in a context includes gathering and using material resources in order to build 
places and communities that flourish. This means that we create a physical context that makes 
it easier to build social capital – i.e. relationships, networks and connections. This includes for 
instance working with the built environment to produce well-designed buildings that facilitate life-
giving values such as social integration and good mental health. It can also mean creating public 
spaces such as parks and piazzas that are planned for human well-being. It can mean mobilising 
businesses and local shops to connect in order to strengthen the local economy. This is a very 
grounded and concrete activity rather than remaining in the conceptual or abstract. 

Christianity is based on the incarnation of God. This means that a God who is spirit put on flesh 
and moved into the neighbourhood (John 1:14, The Message) in order to connect with our world. 
Instead of Christianity being “other-worldly” it is actually very “this-worldly”. The incarnation 
confirms the goodness of created things. However, Christian faith often can be relegated to the 
realm of the immaterial, which in effect means that many Christians practice a form of Gnosticism 
rather than an incarnational faith. If our faith is grounded, then this means that material things 
matter, not only “spiritual” things. Places, the built environment, the arts all matter to God. We will 
elaborate on this further in the two themes below. 

Creation care

Stemming from this theme of incarnation is the topic of creation care. Building resilience into 
communities, neighbourhoods and places involves stewarding the environment and practicing 
sustainability. Again this is a grounded and “this–worldly practice”. 

The City of Sydney has a strategic plan to move the city towards sustainability by 2030. 
Sustainable Sydney 2030 reads: “The Council of the City of Sydney is committed to securing  
Sydney’s future, its prosperity and liveability. The City defines sustainability, in keeping with the  
 
 
36 Harper, The Very Good Gospel, 13.



35

Brundtland Report of 1987, as meeting the environmental, social and economic needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.37 This 
means that buildings and places need to have environmental sustainability wired into their core. 

God gave humans a mandate in Genesis 1:28 and 2:15 to look after the earth, to subdue it and 
to steward creation. We are caretakers of the earth, given responsibility by God to nurture our 
environment. Yet Christians often have an ambiguous relationship with creation. Missiologist 
Gelder and Zscheile say: “Creation is viewed (by Christians) either as lacking God’s presence or as 
the mere object of missionary work. In either case, it is understood largely as being without God-
given worth and agency. Most striking is the lack of imagination of the Spirit’s ongoing movement 
within creation, especially outside the church”.38 If we are stewards of our environment and if 
resilience involves creating sustainable structures and buildings, then Christians must work with 
our community to produce these outcomes in our neighbourhoods and cities.

Place

Creating resilience in a neighbourhood and in the structures of that community is based on the 
belief that place is a meaningful and significant value to people and can enhance relationships, 
networks and connections. Places, homes and communities matter to people and need to be 
looked at as a whole in order to build strong ties and networks that withstand any challenges. 
The NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment put forward a NSW Public Spaces 
Charter in October 2020,39 which suggested that public spaces must be open, welcoming and 
community–focused, share culture and creativity, show local character and identity, be green and 
resilient, healthy and active, safe and secure, be a place for local businesses to thrive, be designed 
for people and be well managed. There is clearly a focus here on the importance of place. Many 
buildings contain mixed or shared private and public spaces. Place matters for the residents of 
buildings as well as of neighbourhoods, be they public or private. From the moment God named 
the first garden, place has been important.

When God created the world and planted a garden, it was not just any garden - he named it Eden. 
In Scripture we see over and over that particular places are important. Physical place matters to 
God. When we name places, they become significant to us. They become unique. They become 
known places where we live, work, play, tend gardens, build things, eat, engage in new friendships, 
debate issues and share life together. All these events and relationships happen in physical 
spaces that become places we remember and of which we have fond memories. We tell stories 
about those places. To be human is to be placed. Yet sometimes our spirituality can be so “other-
worldly” that we forget that God is interested and present in physical spaces and places. If building 
resilience is focused on the importance of place, and place matters to God, then it is important 
for Christians to be connecting with our cities in nurturing those places so that communities are 
strengthened. If in Eden God put humanity in place, then the restoration of God’s world revolves 
around en-placement.40

37 ‘Sustainable Sydney 2030: Community Strategic Plan 2017-2021’, City of Sydney, 6, accessed at https://www.
cityofsydney.nsw.gov.au/strategies-action-plans/community-strategic-plan.
38 Craig Van Gelder and Dwight J. Zscheile, The Missional Church in Perspective: Mapping Trends and Shaping the 
Conversation (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Group, 2011), page unknown.
39 ‘NSW Public Spaces Charter’, NSW Department of Planning, Industry and Environment, October 2020, accessed at 
https://www.dpie.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/327732/Draft-NSW-Public-Spaces-Charter.pdf.
40 See Brian J. Walsh and Steven Bouma-Prediger, Beyond Homelessness: Christian Faith in a Culture of Displacement 
(Grand Rapids, MI, and Cambridge: Eerdmans Publishing, 2008).
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Starting the journey: listening and identifying community assets

In the next two sections we offer some practical suggestions for ways in which churches and 
FBOs can partner with communities in vertical villages to help build resilient communities. 
Where possible, we have related these suggestions to the five theological concepts of resilience: 
community; shalom; incarnation; creation care; and place.

In this section we provide some spiritual practices and practical tools for listening and identifying 
community assets to get started on the journey. The next section provides some check-in 
questions and practical suggestions.

A posture of listening

In his book Compassionate Community Work, Dave Andrews draws on his experience and on a 
Trinitarian understanding of community to suggest five postures for Christians seeking to engage 
missionally with their community:41

Move out of our comfort zone and into the locality.
Remember our common humanity.
Empty ourselves and immerse ourselves in the lives of others.
Serve others radically.
Embrace the suffering and challenges that come with community engagement.

As we partner with communities in vertical villages to build resilience, we can turn these postures 
into prayers:

God, 
Help us to move out of our comfort zone and into the locality.
Help us remember that we share a common humanity with all our neighbours.
Help us empty ourselves and immerse ourselves in the lives of others.
Help us to serve others radically.
And finally, help us embrace the suffering and challenges that come with community 
engagement.

With this posture in mind, we need to remember that God is already at work in all communities, 
including vertical villages. As we discern what God is already doing we can then join in God’s work. 
Karina Kreminski suggests nine ‘urban spiritual practices’ for listening to what God is doing in a 
community with a view to engaging missionally. Some of these practices are:42

Open-eyes prayer in the neighbourhood: This involves walking around your 
neighbourhood reflectively and slowly looking for signs of hope and also despair. As we  
do this we recognise that God is with us and we pray about the things that God puts on 
our minds and hearts.

41 Dave Andrews, Compassionate Community Work: An Introductory Course for Christians (Carlisle, UK: Piquant Editions, 
2006), 31-32.
42 Karina Kreminski, Urban Spirituality: Embodying God’s Mission in the Neighborhood, Chapter 7: ‘Urban Spirituality 
Practices’ (Skyforest, CA: Urban Loft Publishers, 2018), 187-221. There are other writers who also suggest spiritual 
practices. See for example Simon Carey Holt, God Next Door: Spirituality & Mission in the Neighbourhood (Brookvale, 
NSW: Acorn Press, 2007); and Roger Helland and Leonard Hjalmarson, Missional Spirituality: Embodying God’s Love 
from the Inside Out (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Books, 2011).
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Neighbourliness: How well do you know your neighbours? This spiritual practice is about 
getting to know our neighbours personally and engaging with them regularly. 

Lecto Missio: This practice involves reading a Bible passage in a public place like a park 
or café and then reflecting on how that passage applies to that place.

Slow in the city: The city is a messy and complex place. We need to slow down so that we 
can notice what God is doing. One practice is to go to a park in the city, usually a place for 
rest, sit down and listen to what God is doing. 

Re-enchantment: How do we find the sacred space in our city? These can be parks, 
memorials and public art works, for example. We need to bring back mystery, spirituality 
and sacred spaces into our contexts. Better than this, we should identify the sacred spaces 
that exist already and discern with others what God is saying and doing in those places. 

Identifying assets

As we listen to what God is doing in a vertical village, immerse ourselves in the community and 
develop relationships, there are several approaches we can take to identifying the assets, needs 
and challenges in the community and the opportunities to build resilience. Here we discuss two of 
these approaches.

The first approach is consultation using action research. The action-research method identifies 
and solves problems by helping people explore issues, gaps, needs and challenges, and then 
develop and implement solutions. In his book Ministries of Mercy, Timothy Keller suggests that 
churches do a survey of the needs and assets of the community, and in this process connect with 
both residents and organisations that are active in the community. He suggests they should then 
write up the findings and developing programs and activities in consultation with the community.43 
The strength of an action research approach is that it involves a cycle of listening, implementing 
projects and programs, then listening again, evaluating and refining or changing the projects and 
programs in response to new findings. 

The second approach is empowerment. This involves finding out what assets already exist in the 
community and what, if anything, a church or FBO can contribute. These assets could be skills, 
relationships, connections, material resources, organisations already working in the community 
and existing projects and programs. This approach hands power over to the community, with the 
church or FBO acting as a facilitator of groups of residents who come together to come up with 
connections, projects and programs that will build resilience, and acting as a support for those 
connections, projects and programs.

There are many tools that can be used to identify assets. One tool is Appreciative Inquiry, which 
“encourage[s] groups of people to envision positive images of the future grounded in the best 
of the past” by focusing “on what is working well (appreciative) by engaging people in asking 
questions and telling stories (inquiry). Through constructive dialogue, new possibilities are then 
imagined and new partnerships created to bring the desired future into being”.44

 
43 See Timothy Keller, Ministries of Mercy: Learning To Care Like Jesus, Chapter 9: ‘Preparing the church’ (London: 
SPCK, 2017), 134-163.
44 See ‘An Overview of AI’, in ‘Engagement Toolbox: Appreciative Inquiry Resources’, at https://www.imaginechicago.
org/appreciative-inquiry-resources. For other excellent resources on ABCD see also the AI Commons page at https://
appreciativeinquiry.champlain.edu/ and the Nurture Development website at https://www.nurturedevelopment.org/
asset-based-community-development/.
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Another similar tool is Asset Based Community Development (ABCD), which “recognises and 
builds on the strengths, gifts, talents and resources of individuals and communities to create 
strong, inclusive and sustainable communities”.45 The website of BaptistCare South Australia 
describes ABCD as an approach that takes a “‘treasure hunt’ mentality to the community and its 
people”:

An asset based approach to community development begins by recognising what a 
community DOES have rather than what needs to be fixed. It helps communities to 
recognise where things are already working, to recognise their existing strengths, and to 
tell stories of past successes. ABCD helps people to understand that together they have 
what they need to build the future they want. This builds hope.46

An asset-based approach is compatible with a Christian one because “it is about discerning 
where the Spirit of God is already at work bringing about reconciliation, restoration, healing and 
wholeness and drawing people’s attention to this”. The practices suggested by Kreminski of open-
eyes prayer, Lecto Missio and slow in the city, among others, are listening practices that lay the 
foundation for an asset-based approach with spiritual discernment and insight.

If churches and FBOs are grounded in a theology of community, shalom, incarnation, creation care 
and place, we can help communities “dream together about a preferred future” by asking “What 
might this community look like if it were thriving?”47 – that is, what it means to be connected, to 
flourish, to be grounded in physicality and place, and to see the natural environment cared for:

By forming strong and diverse networks and using the various tools in our toolkit we can 
support leaders in the community to see new ways of using and mobilising their assets, 
new ways of working together, and new possibilities for moving forward towards a 
preferred future. In this way we can be an instrument of hope.48

A key advantage of an asset-based approach is that it provides an avenue for the hidden voices 
to be heard, which is an important value for churches and FBOs guided by the gospel mandate to 
give voice to the voiceless so that they can also experience God’s shalom.49

Once we have identified what assets already exist in the community, and once the community has 
identified relationships, projects and programs that will help build resilience, we can go back to our 
church or FBO team and identify what resources we have that can support what the community 
wants to do. We can identify our contribution by asking:

1. What are the existing people, organisations, resources?

2. What are the gaps?

3. What do we bring? This could be skills, ideas, connections or finances.50

 

45 See ‘Deadly ABCD’, 2018, https://www.jeder.com.au/asset-based-community-development/.
46 BaptistCare South Australia, ‘Asset Based Community Development’, www.baptistcaresa.org.au/wp-content/up-
loads/2018/11/BCSA_Asset-Based-Community-Development.pdf.
47 BaptistCare South Australia, ‘Asset Based Community Development’. For an excellent resource on ABCD, see https://
www.nurturedevelopment.org/asset-based-community-development/.
48 ‘Asset Based Community Development’, www.baptistcaresa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/BCSA_As-
set-Based-Community-Development.pdf. 
49 See, amongst others, Proverbs 31:8-9: “Speak up for those who cannot speak for themselves, for the rights of all who 
are destitute. Speak up and judge fairly; defend the rights of the poor and needy”.
50 Where possible, it is best to avoid providing outside financial resources, as this can create dependency. For an in-
depth discussion about this, see Brian Fikkert and Steve Corbett, When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty Without 
Hurting the Poor . . . and Yourself (Chicago, Ill: Moody Publishers, 2009).
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Of course it doesn’t have to be either/or. These two approaches – consultation and empowerment 
- can work hand-in-hand. For example, your church or FBO could do a survey and initiate one 
or two projects or programs based on the results of the survey, as a way of building connection 
and trust. As relationships grow and trust develops, you could organise focus groups using 
Appreciative Inquiry and/or ABCD principles to help draw out residents’ assets and ideas and help 
them take greater ownership of future initiatives. 

Continuing the journey: questions and practical suggestions

As we listen to what God is doing in the community through spiritual practices and through 
methods such as action research, ABCD and Appreciative Inquiry, ideas will emerge from within 
the community for new connections, projects and programs. However it is also helpful to have 
some ‘check-in questions’ and practical ideas in mind that we can experiment with before the 
ABCD process, or alongside it, or later on down the track, if needed. In this section we have listed 
these check-in questions and practical ideas under the five theological concepts of resilience: 
community, shalom, incarnation, creation care and place. Of course there is overlap between 
these categories.

As we think about these questions and ideas, it’s important to identify organisations that are 
already working in the community and to find ways to partner with them. As Kreminski writes: “It is 
a spiritual practice to be a good citizen. This can involve joining community boards, participating 
in local government and generally keeping an eye out on your local street to create new and 
strengthen existing relationships in the neighbourhood”.51

Community

Connection, community and relationship are important to God and are important building blocks of 
resilient communities. As we nurture social bonding and bridging in vertical villages, we can draw 
on the example of the ultimate community, the Trinity.

Check-in questions:

•	 Are we encouraging bonding within groups and bridging between groups?

As we work with the community, how do we:52

•	 Help people feel safe?

•	 Ensure people feel accepted?

•	 Ensure both unity and diversity respected?

•	 Enable all to know they are special and that none are expendable?

•	 Facilitate well so that everyone can participate in decisions?

•	 Include a diversity of voices and promote justice for the marginalised?

51 Kreminski, Urban Spirituality, 218-221.
52 These six questions are adapted from the six characteristics of a Trinitarian community suggested by Dave Andrews: 
safety; acceptance; unity and diversity; a sense of being special; participation; and justice. See Andrews, Compassionate 
Community Work, 16-18.
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As we work with the community:53

•	 Is our presence intentional, missional and incarnational? Do we take initiative, and identify 
with and immerse in the community we are engaging with?

•	 Is our presence relational, i.e. welcoming, loving, accepting and inclusive?

•	 Is our presence ‘whole-of-life’, i.e. incarnational, holistic, all of life and life-on-life?

•	 Is our presence enabling, i.e. one that listens, empowers and is respectful?

•	 Are we ‘coming alongside’ others in a spirit of equality, reciprocity and vulnerability?

Some practical ideas:

•	 Identify ‘kairos’ moments in a community when people are open to relationships and 
change: moments of life change; life cycles (marriages, births, deaths); conflicts; 
celebrations; and chance encounters. Be available in those moments in a way that brings 
life, draws people to one another and draws them towards God.54

•	 Organise a multicultural festival.

•	 Bring together residents of diverse backgrounds to establish a residents’ group.

•	 Establish interest groups based around community needs and wants.

•	 Run storytelling activities. A space becomes a place when it tells a story.

Shalom

God longs for the flourishing of all humanity as we enjoy his creation, abundance and peace. A 
resilient community is one where all are welcome to come as they are and invited to participate 
with what they have. And it is one where everyone’s needs are met holistically.

Check-in questions:55

•	 Are we promoting the physical, social, mental, emotional and spiritual well-being of people 
in the community?

•	 Are we promoting peacemaking, justice and mercy?

•	 Are we creating an environment where our relationships promote welcome, connection, 
acceptance of diversity, belonging, relationship, healing and transformation?

•	 Are the different groups in the community included and welcomed and able to participate 
in relationships and connection, i.e. socio-economic background, location?

•	 Who takes part in our activities and programs, and is there scope for initiative and 
ownership in decision-making?

•	 Is the physical space – the built and natural environment - welcoming and how is the 
environment designed, used and cared for? 

53 These five questions in this list are taken from Gakavian, ‘Social inclusion in a faith-based community organisation’, 
2012, 28.
54 Andrews, Compassionate Community Work, 21-24.
55 The last five questions are based on the five factors for creating an inclusive environment suggested by Armen 
Gakavian: welcome and connection; activities and programs; physical space; organisational culture; and organisational 
structure. See Gakavian, ‘Social inclusion in a faith-based community organisation.
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•	 What is the organisational culture of our church or FBO – the theological basis, 
organisational ‘flavour’, and diversity of culture, age, gender etc.?

•	 What is our organisational structure? Do our governance and decision-making, hierarchy, 
distribution of power and scope for active participation support an inclusive culture? Are 
people active participants (empowered) or passive recipients (disempowered)?

Some practical ideas:

•	 Set up an allied health service. Find physiotherapists and other allied health practitioners 
from within the community and from your church or FBO who can volunteer 1-2 hours a 
month.

•	 Establish partnerships with local businesses.

•	 Organise regular gatherings that promote spiritual transformation, for example a faith 
gathering to discuss spiritual issues with values around shalom, using the Scriptures as a 
basis but inviting broader discussion.

•	 Run workshops and courses on topics of interest to residents.

•	 Run a ‘yarning circle’ where people to share their dreams for their community.

•	 Establish a group to discuss these questions, i.e. create a space for residents to evaluate 
the connections, projects and programs using these questions.

Incarnation

The incarnation confirms the goodness of created things. Material things - places, the built 
environment, the arts - all matter to God. We are called to gather and use resources to build places 
that support the flourishing and resilience of the community.

Check-in questions: Are we creating physical spaces that:

•	 Create opportunities for connection, community and relationship, both within and between 
groups (bonding and bridging social capital)?

•	 Create opportunity for grounded, concrete activity?

•	 Facilitate life-giving values such as social integration and good mental health?

•	 Promote a flourishing community and human well-being?

•	 That maximise the local economy?

•	 Nurture the arts and other creative initiatives?

Some practical ideas:

•	 See the next two sections for specific suggestions around creation care and place.

Creation care

We have a mandate to look after the earth, to subdue it and to steward creation. Building resilience 
involves creating sustainable structures and caring for the natural environment.
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Check-in questions: 

•	 Are we connecting people with their natural environment?

•	 Are we encouraging care for the environment?

•	 Are we promoting the blending of the built and natural environments?

Some practical ideas:

•	 Establish a recycling program.

•	 Maintain and flourish existing green spaces, with people contributing favourite flowers etc.

•	 Introduce native plants to foster a sense of place.

•	 Establish a community garden.

Place

Place matters to God and to people. We live, work, play, tend gardens, build things, eat, engage in 
new friendships, debate issues and share life together in physical spaces. It is important to nurture 
these spaces so that they can sustain resilient community.

Check-in questions:

•	 Are we creating public spaces that are open, welcoming and community–focused, and 
that encourage culture and creativity, show local character and identity, are green, resilient, 
healthy, active, safe and secure, are a place for local businesses to thrive, are designed for 
people and are well-managed?

•	 How do we turn a space into a place where people live, work, play, tend gardens, build 
things, eat, engage in new friendships, debate issues and share life together?

Some practical ideas:

•	 Identify a community space, refurbish it if needed, and set it up for community use.

•	 Establish a community café with quality coffee and pastries made by residents or donated 
locally. Invite local service providers to come and share about what they offer.

•	 Organise artistic events.

•	 Create a community mural.

•	 Invite an Aboriginal elder to share about Indigenous history of the place.

Conclusion

Churches and faith-based organisations have much to contribute to the ecology of the 
neighbourhood. If our faith is incarnational and this-worldly rather than other-worldly, then we will 
strive to connect with our community in cultivating shalom. Building resilience is one way we can 
embody shalom as a people who follow Jesus. “Vertical villages” present particular challenges 
to building resilient communities, as high-rise living often is perceived as the antithesis to the 
notion of community. However they also present unique opportunities, as we have discussed. If 
our communities today are becoming increasingly fragmented, then as Christians who believe 
in a God who is community we must partner with residents and other organisations to nurture 
harmony, wholeness and connectivity. God is very interested in the flourishing of humanity and 
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our world; indeed, this is God’s mission which God invites us to participate in. It is a privilege and 
responsibility for us to do so. 

We end with a prayer.

Father, Son and Holy Spirit,

Forgive us when we have not taken the risks you have called us to take in order to allow 
your Spirit to breathe life into your church. 

Forgive us for when we have been too spiritual, ignoring your attention to the physical. 

Help us to find you in the streets, playgrounds, parks and cafés of our neighbourhoods. 

Show us how to discern your presence in the lives of others, revealing to them that you 
love them. 

We place our lives in your hands yet again, God, and ask that you work through us so that 
we can work with you for the shalom of the whole earth.

Amen.
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The difference of place 

Ken Luscombe

Let me take you to a different place. I want to share a personal story of pastoral ministry in a 
particular place. Places differ, and the differences are what make a place interesting, special. The 
story I have to share may sound familiar, not out of place with your own experience. Stories are 
like that. They gather up the bits and pieces of everyday life into common themes, schemes, and 
memes. We live by stories. Good stories matter. They change us. Good stories take us to the edge. 
They push the boundaries of the familiar and probe the murky depths of our interior lives. No doubt 
we share much in common, you and I, up to a point. And this is my point.

Real life, in your place and mine, is replete with raw detail, too rich for simple retelling. By the time 
we mentally note the things we observe, and sort and process them for possible meaning, we 
have only scanned the tip of the metaphorical iceberg, and that from only one angle at a time. We 
have all developed the capacity to filter out what does not fit with our particular way of seeing the 
world. What fills our perceptions shapes our stories. We all do it. Life is constructed, storied. Life is 
placed. Place is perceived and shared through culture, and culture is a wordy affair. At the core of 
our experience of living in a place is language. Our languages differ, not just our accents.

My story, or the small excerpt I share in this place, is shaped by being a pastor—an urban 
pastor—and is inflected by my recent and wholly different experience as an intentional 
interim. I invite you to join me in trying to tease out meaning in ministry in our urban-shaped 
world today, from a “different place.” Remember, when it is all said and done, this is my story, 
my word from, and you will have to take my word on that.

An oversized key clunks home and turns true. Rusty hinges groan and give way. A shaft of daylight 
slices the gloom as the large twin gothic-shaped doors part and swing free, breaching the church’s 
defenses with a flood of aerated sunshine and street noises. Luminosity exposes the agelines of 
the wise old sanctuary. Real fluorescence plays delightfully across the stolid interior. The empty 
escalator choir stalls and the elevated pulpit, wooden sounding posts of yesterday, silent yet 
formidable, rise to prominence. The polished communion table shines center stage. Stratified 
pews, staid and straight-laced as a colonist’s bootlaces, striate the rest of the floor space. Daylight 
falls on the bemused faces of the people following my lead. I pause and pivot at the threshold, 
struck by the transforming effect of opening the big doors. This, I muse, is what the architect saw 
for his building long ago.

Sunlight catches the polished brass cross in my hand. On a whim of sermon theatrics, I had 
swiped the cross off the communion table before striding up the aisle to the bolted entrance, 
beckoning the people to follow. Mimicking the protocol associated with, say, the installation of a 
new Archbishop of Canterbury, I bang three times on the doors with the base of the cross.1 With 
uncanny savvy, the caretaker had already gathered his ring of keys and scurried outside to open 
the doors. He stood there beaming.2 A flash off the brass cross reminds me to keep going, to step  
 
 
 
1 Tradition for installing the new Archbishop of Canterbury dictates the candidate approach the great oak doors of 
Canterbury Cathedral and pound three times with his crosier or staff. The door is then opened, and a high-ranking official 
asks who [he] is and why [he] has come.
2 In 2013, I watched with delight when the 105th Archbishop of Canterbury, Justin Welby, took leave of the centuries-old 
tradition by having 17-year-old, Evangeline Kanagasooriam, open the doors and read the challenge. 
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out and complete what I had started. We filed out onto the courtyard space between the sanctuary 
and the busy city street, where we brought our service to an end. 
 
Why all the drama and theatrics? Well, this was my swan song, my final occasion with the folk of 
Brunswick Baptist, a small historic church in the inner city of Melbourne, Australia. My sojourn as 
Intentional Interim Minister was done. Our journey together through a time of transition ended this 
day, in this place—the courtyard by the portico of the old church building. I was making my exit as 
an interim in style, intentionally.

Admittedly, this move had not occurred to me until the closing comments of my sermon. It related 
to the singular prayer of the people during the interim: “Dear God, what do you want us to do and 
be in this place?” Parenthetically, upon first arriving, I found a diverse people bonded in grief and 
loss in the wake of a significant conflict over property and building plans. They were shuffling 
dolefully up “the valley of the shadow of death” with a sense of bewilderment over what had 
recently gone down. Some community rebuilding work had begun, but the sense of vision and 
purpose had taken a telling blow. Hence the prayer, simple and straightforward, but from a bruised 
and confused place. Lots of raised voices, especially from the more articulate members. But not 
much action to match the conviction.

It would take another voice, from another place, gentle enough to lift without bruising, and to 
bind without constricting. There would need to be genuine healing in the answer, and clarity for 
a renewed future that did not require the self-imposed burden of being special to live up to. In 
fact, only an oblique but realistic answer would pass the people’s “pub test.”3 There was such a 
moment. A community leader captured it succinctly: she named it “a God moment.”

Wanting to anchor the memory of this moment, I put a rhetorical question to the people. “What 
would you have thought” I asked, “if I had said ‘get ready, get your act together, because a lot of 
people are coming to our door to find spiritual and emotional solace’?” Moving to the strange side. 
“No, let’s make that fifty, one hundred, two hundred!” Think about that: two hundred people at our 
doorstep.” With a final rhetorical flourish, I tossed all restraint to the wind and asked, “What about 
five hundred?”

It happened, and more besides. Ironically, it came accompanied by an unspeakable tragedy. If you 
read my latest editorial you will be familiar with this story.44 But let me recap. Jill Meagher, local 
resident and beloved radio producer, was violently abducted from the street near the church while 
walking home late at night from a work function. She lived close by. Jill was missing for a week. 
Then her body was found in a ditch along a secluded country road. She had been repeated raped 
and murdered.

During the week of Jill’s disappearance until the distressing discovery of her body, and for several 
more days, an open vigil was held on the porch and courtyard of the church. Many hundreds 
attended to grieve, remember, pray, and leave notes of condolence for the family. An organized 
protest saw thirty thousand people march down the street, past the church and the public shrine 
of flowers, candles, cards, religious items from all the major traditions, and fruit, yes even fruit! 
They were marching to “take back the street” from the purveyors of hatred and violence who prowl 
under the cover of darkness, and to assert their right to feel safe in their city.5

3 “Pub test” is a colloquial expression to convey the thoughts and opinions of ordinary people. 
4 See Ken Luscombe, “The place of difference,” Review & Expositor 115 (May 2018): 149–154. 
5 Husband, Tom Meagher, later wrote; “Three days after Jill’s body was found, 30,000 people marched respectfully down 
Sydney Road. I watched on TV as the long parade of people reacted to their own anger at what happened to Jill with love 
and compassion … I remember my sister’s voice from behind me as I fixed my eyes on the images saying, ‘Wow, people 
really care about this.’”
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Coming and going, journey of discovery, endings as beginnings.6 Arguably, all ministry is qualified 
as interim and transitional.7 We draw our identity and relevance in both faith and life as followers 
of Jesus Christ. As Christians, we are guided by the transcendent reality of the kingdom of God, 
which has some admixture of the past, present, and future. The kingdom denotes a sphere of 
divine authority and a space of living in the fellowship of community with God, others, and the 
cosmos, specifically this Earth we call home. The times and spaces of our lives are spoken for. In 
this respect, we belong to the Creator, Redeemer, and Reconciler of all things, the triune God, and 
so shape our lives here and now, in this place, where we live, and move, and find our community 
in real time. Though all things constantly change, around us and within us, in the circumstances 
we endure and the places we choose, yet we are held in a covenant of promise by a faithful God 
who is before us, with us, and within us as a community and as individuals. All of life, therefore, is 
touched by an in-between-ness—a perpetual state of “difference” that keeps life moving, fluid, in 
process. We must continually adjust, decide, respond. In this sense, we are all itinerants in ministry, 
and must live intentionally. This partly explains the “radical” in radical discipleship.

Now that I have that off my chest, let me return to the ministry that is Intentional Interim in the 
“professional” sense, and my experience of breaching the inside–outside dynamics of being 
in place in a local church. Back to the doorway drama. “Doorway” is a powerful metaphorical 
place of transition, and the porch a “liminal” space, as they say.8 Doorways can swing both ways, 
articulating the coming and going between the different theatres of our lives. Unfortunately, in 
our time there seem to be more people permanently heading out the door than in. If this trend 
continues apace we will require more and better equipped intentional interim ministers to help 
the congregation to get real, and by that I mean to enter into the kind of real conversations that 
countenance the dying and likely death of the congregation short of a transformation, or rebirth.

Allow me to digress with another story, to alleviate any anxiety that I have totally regressed to 
a dark place with my birthing comment. Here is how I mean it. I was facilitating a gathering of 
urban pastors back in the last millennium, the 1980s. We had been tossing up gut-felt words 
to express what we felt about working in an urban church. Then we grouped the words 
into similar sets. With the help of a colleague from East London, out in Australia as an urban 
church specialist, we identified three categories: first, diminishing resources; second, rapid 
change; and third, high stress. The participants readily identified these dynamics as the signs 
of dying and death. However, could these not also be the signs of a birth ready to happen?

Facing into the reality of death and dying, personal and organizational, including the death of 
hopes and dreams, of relationships, or even of religious beliefs, is a constant challenge. Achieving 
understanding, and acceptance of the inevitable, takes a process and the courage to embrace it as 
a waking practice. Rebirthing hope and new life in the midst of death and dying is the work of the 
Holy Spirit in the congregation and the individual. This is the sacred purpose of a living faith, and it 
has life-giving power. Tom Meagher shared these words: “Since Jill died, I wake up every day and 
read a quote by Maya Angelou: ‘History, despite its wrenching pain, cannot be unlived, but if faced 
with courage, need not be lived again.’” The point of ministry is such transformation.

It is the task of pastoral leadership to help their people learn and grow in the faith together. Pastors 
must equip the people for the work of ministry by discerning their giftedness and bringing their  
 
 

6 Recall the oft-recited words of T. S. Eliot from his poem “Little Gidding:” “We shall not cease from exploration/And the 
end of all our exploring/Will be to arrive where we started/And know the place for the first time.”
7 Images to convey our transient identity include “dual citizens,” “resident aliens,” “exiles in a foreign land,” and “exodus 
refugees.”
8 On the “liminal,” see Victor Turner, The Ritual Process (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1969).
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gifts to expression in the life of the church. Pastors will lead the people into an awareness of the 
needs of the world and inspire action to bring about change. They will build spiritual strength and 
insight appropriate to the generations and seasons of life, and to foster deep fellowship through 
intentional community. Pastoral work takes prayer, patience, presence, and imagination.

It also takes collective memory work, recalling not only the long witness of faith through the 
stories of Scripture and the creedal statements of tradition, but also the influences of formative 
people and events that have crafted the culture of the congregation. Much of the past will be held 
tacitly. Some may be repressed in forbidden places. However, the tacit lives on instrumentally in 
“the way we do things around here.” It is implicit in the unconscious competencies of the culture. 
Collective recollection shines the light of memory onto patterns that are still in play. Participation 
in genuine conversation, without defensiveness or acting out, allows for the big picture to emerge 
and its patterning to be traced in present day events. However, it is by such fractal reveals that 
the inevitable interplay of the symbolic and the diabolic, meaning and alienation, life-giving and 
lifedenying come into focus. This is bigger than any individual, and rather scary.

Real life, in all places, is a constant struggle between the antagonistic forces of good and evil, life 
and death. What begins as a small seed, when nurtured by intent, can “go viral” by being swept up 
in the spiral dynamics of life-giving or life-destroying force. Think of a simple kindness, a smile, an 
affirmation, a listening ear, an encouragement on the one side, and a careless comment, a piece  
of juicy gossip, a snide suggestion, an unjust inference, or a plain “white lie” on the other. What 
begins as a seed, when nurtured by intent, can grow to something of undeniable significance, for 
good or evil.

Here I recall reading the thought of quantum physicist David Bohm. He postulates an invisible 
“implicate” order that, under the right circumstances, unfolds into the “explicate” order of visible 
forms that we perceive as reality. Take an oak seed. We plant it in the expectation that an oak 
tree will grow in its place. It seems like the seed causes the tree to grow. Rather, for Bohm, the 
environment can be seen as unfolding into a tree—seed, soil, air, and water all working together. 
Crucially, the seed acts as an “aperture”—an opening through which the tree unfolds. The seed 
can be said to organize the processes of growth that becomes the tree.9

Fascinating. The seed by being put in the right environment opens out to attract the elements 
needed for something to grow into a new reality. If this is true of our language, attitude, and intent, 
then beware the seeds we sow, and the spirit in which we scatter them.

Bohm indeed suggests a correlation between this patterned rhythm of nature and how our 
personal consciousness works, i.e. our thoughts and feelings. There is unfolding and folding 
back that makes explicate what lies beneath—abundant potential that can, with courage and 
authenticity, be brought to awareness and put into action.10

The language of aperture as “opening” has real metaphorical potential: for what we see, as in a 
camera, microscope, or telescope; for what we believe, as in our openness to the truth of matter; 
for how we relate, as in our willingness to engage others with dignity, mutuality, and transparency; 
for our being-in-place, as in our readiness for creative “placemaking” in our communities of home, 
residence, work, and faith.

In reality, public life today is far from open and transparent. Sadly, but not surprisingly, this is also 
true of the local church, which is not immune from the mood and tone of contemporary life. 

 

9 See David Bohm, Wholeness and the Implicate Order (London: Routledge, 1980). 
10 See William Isaacs, Dialogue and the Art of Thinking Together (New York: Random House, 1999), 63.
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Our cultural stories tap into the unlimited reservoir of potential that lies, in Bohm’s terms, implicated 
in the hidden flow of unformed energy. We are known by our stories, and on this account, we have 
every right to be deeply troubled. All reality is constructed, on the surface at least, which is where 
our postmodernist friends situate us, and this reality, to my sensitivities, is banal, insubstantial, and 
feckless. The digital revolution is stunning, in every sense, at once opening our devices to the wide 
world of, well, practically everything really, but at the same time offering only a virtuality without 
virtue—a false sense of reality epitomized in the slew of “reality television” shows that dominate 
our consciousness and conversations. We are in danger of digitizing our souls into virtual slavery. 
We are being re-placed.

That is why we need stories—stories and conversations about things that cannot be 
replaced with digitized myths, epic legends of bodiless gaming, keyboard relationships, and 
simulated sex. Fortunately, despite the global reach of digital technology, and the obvious 
entrancement of what it presents, not all of us—that is, not every part of each of us—is 
equally enamored with the bodiless reality that touches nothing tangibly human. Good 
stories, everyday stories, told from the heart by people who have experienced the agonies 
and the ecstasies of everyday life, have the potential to release the reservoir of repressed or 
unused energy that awaits activation. Stories call to stories.

In this way, conversations begin that can create counternarratives to the hollowed-out realities 
that our public language has manufactured and promoted. Good stories do not need to be 
factchecked. They ring true to the human spirit. They inspire and inform because they are 
resourced with what gives life, nourishes, and dignifies. Good stories are worthy and inspire 
worthy lives. We know a good story when we hear it. Good stories also nourish the collective 
spirit to resist. Stories are not tweets, or advertisements, or the rantings of would-be autocrats 
and dictators. Stories that ennoble the human spirit do not short-change the listener by shying 
away from hard realities, unspeakable monstrosities, and unpalatable truth, because they trust the 
process and the capacity of the human spirit to intuit the lie.

Pastoral leadership encourages storytelling. Communities thrive when they have processes and 
rituals in place to share stories from everyday life. Opportunities are taken to build social ritual 
chains through dialogue and open conversations. Furthermore, strong communities are those that 
connect their stories with the deep stories of faith. This multi-lateral conversation plants seeds that 
create the apertures for growth and sustainability. But they do more than this. The pastoral heart 
knows the creator of the soil, sun, wind, and water and dares to bring human conversation into a 
prayerful dialogue with the divine, through the mediating presence and power of the Holy Spirit. 
Prayer is the relational means by which the community and persons as individuals bring their truest 
selves into conversation with God. What could be more important?

That said, the historical narrative of the Church, the contemporary disdain and distrust of any 
religious discourse, and the ambiguity of our congregational and personal stories remind us of 
the precarious hold on truth that our faith communities share with all humanity. Our body of work, 
too, is shot through with self-interest, guarded possession, and political opportunism. Churches 
today face the fires of public criticism for perceived duplicity and cover-up, and popular judgment 
as irrelevant. Seemingly constant revelations of child sexual abuse by clergy and other institutional 
leaders in positions of trust, abusive behavior toward women, minorities, and people of differing 
religious persuasions, especially from the pious and conservative end of the church continuum, are 
sobering reminders of how far we have yet to travel in the evolution of our humanity. Vulnerability is 
part and parcel of the experience of engaging others. Keeping faith is a nuanced challenge.

Realism can be a bitter pill, hard to swallow. Harder still, for the faithful pastor, is calling out internal 
trouble in the congregation that threatens the integrity of the community and its values. Such 
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issues need to be confronted and challenged with pastoral sensitivity and courage in the name of 
justice, truth, and due consequence. Justice, however this is understood and applied in any case, 
must precede both forgiveness and reconciliation. Hard stuff! Pastoral work is no walk in the park. 
In fact, in simple terms, the more diligent the work of pastoral care, and the clearer the prophetic 
voice, the greater risk the pastor faces of resistance, political repercussion, or just plain old “voted 
off the island” (to use a reality show term that I’ve already questioned for veracity).11 Pastors are 
replaceable, and therefore expendable. Yes, realism is a bitter pill.

When pastoral relations with the people break down, or weariness, health, family issues, other 
pastoral opportunities, or special circumstance leads to the departure of the pastor, the church 
will enter a time of transition. It may be to find some consolation, especially if the departing pastor 
was a beloved person, or clarity, if the situation is shrouded in secrecy or confusion. At some point 
the congregation will want to recast its vision, mission, and statement of ministry purpose for the 
next chapter in the church’s story. Churches reconstruct. It is a building process. All aspects of the 
building and rebuilding matter. The whole environment must be taken into account, including the 
culture of the community and the changing nature of the neighborhood. It is at this point that the 
matter of an interim, or intentional interim, is engaged.

Standing on the street looking back over the courtyard across the porch beyond which the big 
doors of the church stood wide open, I took a moment to let the contending emotions flood my 
mind and body. It was not until the later experience of finishing the Camino de Santiago that I felt 
this same sense of completing a pilgrimage. I looked at the people buzzing happily around the front 
of the church, engaged in conversation in small groups, laughter, hugs, and parents keeping an eye 
on their children, who were clearly enjoying the experience of something different. Usually all the 
interaction post-worship would happen in a different place, out of sight, behind the big fence that 
separated the church property from the street.

One day I must write something about this experience. Perhaps I should get some distance first, 
though. Strange, I used to think that intentional interim ministry was a boondoggle, meant as a way 
to keep aging clergy happy and out of harm’s way. The street cred had it that you just turn up, keep 
the lights on, and dare not try anything new. Keep yourself busy by visiting people and listening to 
stories of the good old days. Coffee is good. Stay above the fray. Keep a non-anxious presence. 
Did I mention not doing anything new? Chair the meetings. Keep the agenda flowing. If needed, 
add a sage comment or two on the process of crafting a mission statement. Don’t flood it. Your 
time will soon be over, and you can hand over the keys to the office, and ride quietly off into the 
setting sun. Yeah, I changed my mind on all that. Must write about it.

I stepped back into the fray and headed toward the big doors. I was joined by a mother with a 
child in tow as we stepped across the threshold. “There’s a reason why the doors are always shut 
you know,” she said, in a voice edged with determination. “It’s to keep the children inside. Can’t 
have them running out on into the traffic.” Point taken! Child safety is extremely important, and it is 
incumbent upon the church to make sure that every precaution is taken, and policies adhered to. 
No argument from me on that count. Before I could muster a thoughtful response, though, the big 
doors slammed shut, from the outside. Darn, where did I put that cross? Oh, someone’s put it back 
already. Job done. Let’s go and get a coffee.

Here’s a dollar that says the doors are still shut!

11 This is more of an issue for congregation-led churches than episcopal or presbytery judiciaries.


