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A man sits down on a bench and says to the person 

beside him, the swallows are gone. What does he 

mean? Perhaps he’s a farmer and he is pointing out 

that the swallows have flown south for the winter, 

signalling that it’s time for the autumn harvest. Perhaps, 

there has been an outbreak of bird flu in the community 

and he is referring to the death of the swallows in his 

aviary. Perhaps, he supports a sports team, nicknamed 

the swallows, and they have just been knocked out of 

the cup. Perhaps, they are spies and he has just uttered 

the secret code to initiate a new mission. 

It all depends on the context. 

This little tale makes a critical point. We don’t commu-

nicate into a vacuum, but into the culture in which we 

live. It’s really important that when we’re sharing the 

message of Jesus, we are speaking into the culture that 

surrounds us. 

So the question is: What culture are we speaking into 

and how do we communicate well in our context? If we 

were to travel to somewhere unfamiliar to share the 

gospel, we would check out their likes and dislikes, 

their habits and social norms, their fears and their 

celebrations – we would want to understand the people 

we were going to meet. The apostle Paul talks about 

this in 1 Corinthians: 

  Even though I am free of the demands and 

expectations of everyone, I have voluntarily become 

a servant to any and all in order to reach a wide 

range of people: religious, nonreligious, meticulous 

moralists, loose-living immoralists, the defeated, the 

demoralized—whoever. I didn’t take on their way of 

life. I kept my bearings in Christ—but I entered their 

world and tried to experience things from their point 

of view. I’ve become just about every sort of servant 

there is in my attempts to lead those I meet into a 

God-saved life. I did all this because of the Message. 

I didn’t just want to talk about it; I wanted to be in 

on it!

1 Corinthians 9:19-21 (The Message)

Jesus was known as a friend of sinners, because he 
hung out in places and with people that the religious 
people looked down on. Paul was trying to do the same 
in his first century Greco-Roman world; but how does 
this work for you and me in twenty first-century Britain? 
What are British people into and how can we experience 
things from their point of view so that we can lead them 
into a God-saved life? 

According to Tearfund’s 2007 report Churchgoing in the 

UK, only 15% of us go to church regularly, whilst 60% 
of the people in the UK are not interested in attending 
church at all. Of those who do not attend church, 63% 
said there was nothing that anyone could do to make 
them go to church. That’s a really important feature of 
our culture. 

According to the Department for Culture, Media and 
Sport, engagement with arts has risen significantly in 
the last 5 years, with 78% of the population engaging 
in the arts in some way. Whether it’s attending live 
music events or wandering around the National Gallery, 
it seems we are increasingly interested in cultural and 
artistic experiences. More than half of us get involved in 
sport every week.

So we are part of a society not that into church, but into 
sport and really into arts. With this in mind what does 
mission look like for us in Britain today? 

l  We need to escape the confines of our church 
buildings and move into the streets, cafés, parks 
and night clubs because that’s where we will find 
the 60% of our community that do not like church.

l  We need to ask how we can use the popular 
mediums of arts, culture and sport to engage with 
society.

l  We need to build lasting relationships for no other 
reason than to be in relationship with other people. 



The same Tearfund survey said that the most likely 

reasons people would start attending church is if a 

family member started going or wanted to go:

“The more personal the influence, the more influential it 

is likely to be.  In terms of positive contributory factors, 

accompanying a family member is more influential than 

accompanying a friend. A personal invite from someone 

is more powerful than an invite from the church as an 

organisation, or the offer of an Alpha course or similar … 

a personal invite is by far the most important trigger to 

attending, even ahead of family factors.”
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Questions for discussion

l  What are the important features of your local 

community? What is positive about where you live? 

What makes you uncomfortable?

l  How do you respond to The Message’s paraphrase 

of 1 Corinthians 9:19-21? What challenges you? 

What do you see differently in this version?

l  What does it mean to be British today? Does it 

matter?

l  What difference might an increasing interest in the 

arts make to church life and mission?

l  There are three conclusions in this article. Do you 

agree with them? What would you change?  Why?

l  Who are you inviting into your community this 

week?
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