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MISSION IN MULTI-CULTURAL BIRMINGHAM

Notes to a Talk Delivered by Bishop Lesslie Newbigin, 12th January 1990 at St John’s Church Sparkhill, Birmingham

two main experiences are drawn from:

· 1. 40 years as a missionary in India. The surrounding community were Hindu, Sikh and Muslim

· 2. at the age of 70 taking on the leadership of a small and struggling United Reformed Church in inner city Birmingham (Winson Green). Here in Birmingham, the majority community were Punjabi and Caribbean

During the time in Winson Green, he brought over a missionary from the Church of North India who did a lot of work with the community and through him, many Hindus and Sikhs, and some Muslims, came to know Christ. At Bishop Newbigin’s final service there, the colour mix of the congregation virtually mirrored that of the surrounding community.

It was interesting to note that a warmer welcome was often received in Sikh, Hindu and Muslim homes than in indigenous white homes. On one level, those of other faiths are allies as they are at least open to the question of God. This was confirmed in his work for the Council of Other Faiths where he witnessed the outrage of Muslim parents who saw their children being socialised into a system that taught them that they could know and understand the world without reference to God. Muslim parents were not offended by RE! Why have Christian parents not been as engaged in this issue?

So, on one level, those of other faiths are our allies and on another we need to recognise the profound differences and contradictions between the gospel and, say, the Muslim faith.

Coming back from India, Bishop Newbigin was shocked at the pluralism of the society. That is, there was a supermarker consumer mentality to religion. Faith seemed to be a mere matter of private opinion and “this seemed to me a complete abandonment of the principle that we should seek to know the truth”.

As he experienced this pluralism, his experiences in India and back in Birmingham gave him the strong conviction that we need to recognise the godliness of those of other faiths. “We should welcome and thank God for all the elements of godliness in men and women of other faiths because we know God’s mercy and longsuffering and lovingkindness. We can be assured that there is not one soul in which there is not some echo and evidence of God’s grace.”

Therefore, our first effort should be to seek this grace out and to rejoice in it. Our first effort should not be to ferret out the sins of others. “It is not congruent with the gospel that is outlined by Paul that puts grace before the law to look to denigrate and point out the sin in others first”. It is only in the light of God’s grace that we realise we are sinners. When we read the Ten Commandments, we forget that the preface to the law is “I am the Lord your God who brought you out of Egypt”. Grace comes first.

What is primary is that we have Good News to share. “In the long term the only thing that makes the good news credible is a company of people who live by it. Jesus didn’t write a book but formed a community. He left the community to encapsulate the message”. He sent disciples out 2 by 2 not 1 by 1. Our message is embodied in our community.

Looking back to his experiences in India, Bishop Newbigin visited a shanty town church to lead a number of confirmations. Over 40 people were being confirmed who had all become Christians recently. There had been no especial evangelistic push so he asked each person to write down why they had become Christians. They each shared their stories of how they had moved from Hinduism, Sikhism, Islam etc to Christ. Each story was incredibly different and each story had its components that were completely unplanned, humanly. There were memories from childhood, linked with conversations, dreams, chance meetings, visits in hospital, testimonies from friends; a vast array of incidents, experiences and happenings. At the heart of each of those decisions to follow Christ though was the presence of a believing, caring, celebrating and involved congregation in the community.

It was as if “the respective church had a life of joy and celebration that spilled over into the many acts and words that had become instruments of Christ”. For Lesslie Newbigin, this seemed utterly congruent with the New Testament. “When the disciples ask “when shall we see the kingdom of God?”, Jesus’ response is that it is “not your programme” but “you shall receive power from on high and be my witnesses to the ends of the earth”. This is first a promise and only second a command”. The Holy Spirit will be given and the Holy Spirit will draw. The Spirit is the foretaste in the congregation of what draws all men and women to Christ.

Our mission/church/evangelism is therefore “not a programme but an overflow of the grace of God”.
Back here in Birmingham, Bishop Newbigin suggests that when churches welcome with open doors those from any background and faith, they become that foretaste of the kingdom. Churches need to be radically renewed to this that they may be credible as homes for all people that they may discover the grace of God.

British culture is pagan. It is not secular. We worship false gods. Asian families in Britain see their young people socialised into a pagan culture. For the church to offer a place where, in the midst of this society, we are able to live in the love of God, offers a hope and a draw to our neighbours of other faith.

Let us be realistic; churches don’t often seem to be places that exhibit the love of God. But where we are, let us be faithful. Even where 2 or 3 are gathered, God’s grace is evident.

Increasingly, the majority of Asians in our cities will be comfortable in English. The book of Ephesians has been dear as a landmark that expresses the importance of breaking down cultural and ethnic barriers. Paul sets great store by the gulf that is bridged between Jew and Gentile in the work of Christ. It is the great sign of God’s purpose in Jesus. We have a comparable gulf on our own doorstep that is the mission of the church. We should work and pray for the drawing of people of many backgrounds into the household of God.

“I am constantly in awe of the many different ways God draws people. The human condition in that exchange never alters though: a caring community that represents Christ to all people”.
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