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Thinking Aloud 
Transcripts of interviews 
 

 

Introduction 

The interviews were filmed during 2015 and 2016 by Harvey Wilson of Reulo Creative and 

the videos can be viewed on the Methodist Church website here: 

https://www.methodist.org.uk/our-work/our-work-in-britain/pioneer-ministry/venture-

fx/thinking-allowed/ 

They represent a snapshot in time and reflect the progress of projects as they were when 

recording took place.  Many changes have happened since, but the interviews offer 

reflections on the pioneering enterprise which are not time-dependent, and which are an 

invaluable resource for others concerned with pioneer ministry and mission. 

Small excerpts of these transcripts may be quoted, as long as the source is acknowledged, but 

should not otherwise be reproduced or published in whole or in part without the express 

permission of the Methodist Church. 

 

The Transcripts 

 

1. Jon Curtis: 

I'm Jon Curtis and I worked for VentureFX scheme in the Methodist church for four years in 

Exeter City Centre. The whole scheme had two angles to it. I was part of the alternative music 

scene in that city, centering on punk rock, really. I wanted people in that community to know 

about the person of Jesus, the life he lived, the stories he told. Not just theoretically, but what 

that might look like practically. What that project did for four years was explore those two 

things in two halves. It was practical. We ran a food redistribution project that still continues, 

Exeter Food Action. In that project, we took excess food from supermarkets and wholesalers 

and manufacturers and we redistributed it to organisations that fed people in the city.  

 

On the other hand, we ran discussion groups and opportunities for people to hear about the 

person of Jesus but more than anything, I think, to ask questions. The VentureFX notion was 

always that Christian community might be built outside of church walls. I often found that the 

thing that inhibited people either from going to church or from really being a part of church 

was the fear of asking questions. Things they didn't understand, and yet the lack of opportunity 

to explore them. My wife and I started what really can only be described as a discussion group, 

and we worked on different topics. We invited the people that were always asking questions 

and we said, look, here's an opportunity for you to come and ask all the questions you want to 

ask with some people who are asking the same questions. 

 

We have things like as basic as, why does Christmas happen in December? What can we really 

say Jesus did? All of the way through to, why does the church exist in the way that it does 

today? Their feedback was always, we just are so pleased to be able to ask these questions and 

https://www.methodist.org.uk/our-work/our-work-in-britain/pioneer-ministry/venture-fx/thinking-allowed/
https://www.methodist.org.uk/our-work/our-work-in-britain/pioneer-ministry/venture-fx/thinking-allowed/
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have honest answers. With the food redistribution, actually, there was a big crossover. This 

group of people largely came from the alternative music scene. They asked questions or maybe 

they wanted to get involved practically in doing something, and the two groups really crossed 

over a lot. It was a really valuable time of talking and sharing and doing stuff together. These 

people were engaging in a way that any what we might say regular churchgoing Christian might 

have done, even though they didn't tick all the boxes that a church might ask them to tick. 

 

I guess my dream at the beginning, my hope was, these are people that might one day identify 

themselves as followers of Jesus. Not because I had some hidden agenda. Not because I wanted 

to make the numbers up. But because of the benefits I had found from following Jesus and the 

life-changing experience that that thing was. I think they all were on a journey. Everyone that 

engaged in that thing would—I still have lots to do with all those people. They engaged with 

the idea and they were on that journey, and I don't know if it's that easy to say, yes today I 

wasn't a Christian, today I am, but instead aren't we all really just on a journey? Those folks, 

too, are on that journey.  

 

The thing really started with a kind of experiment around Lent. I didn't really know what to do. 

I started at the beginning of December, and it was really hard to engage really with anything.  

 

In lots of senses, I was just the same person I'd been the month before, but now I was being 

employed to do this thing. So, I decided to take the time I had by not having another job and 

use it to really explore the things that I wouldn't normally have time to do. Lent came around 

quite quickly and I decided to give up some things. One of the things I gave up was money, 

and that was the thing that struck people the most, I think. I did so by going through the bins at 

the back of supermarkets. Bread and vegetables. It was all there, and I survived quite happily. 

In fact, my diet was probably healthier in that time than it was before or since. In doing that, in 

giving those things up, the conversations really started. People were asking those questions, 

but also, they were saying, what are you going to do with this thing now? 

 

The food project happened and that element of food action, of rescuing that food, it continues 

today. It goes to something like 30 different organisations that feed people in the city and we 

save four or five tons of food a month. Then in parallel, people were saying, why are you 

compelled to do this? What about Jesus makes this the thing that happens? Of course, 

everything Jesus did was based around food, really, and I hadn’t really designed it this way, 

but it came out that these are real conversational things. But as we went further along, the 

discussion group became established and the food project became established. I looked for 

other things to do. My experience is putting on bands, putting on punk rock shows, and 

although there are loads of ideas that are embedded in those events, bands can be singing about 

the benefits of a feminist outlook on life or about how the system has got it wrong and it leaves 

behind those with the least, still something that's worth talking about. 

 

It's embedded in there, but it's not often rationalised. It's not often spoken out loud. Although 

it's presented as an idea, there's little room for conversation. I came to the idea of something 

that brought together punk rock and Graham Norton-style chat show, which was, in saying it 

now, seems as daft as—it looked at the time, but we had a couple of events called the Sunday 

Night Revue, which was run in a local theatre, 40, 50 people, underneath a bike shop. It's called 

the Bike Shed Theatre. And invited some people to come and be guests on the show, and people 

came and were part of that event as the audience, but it led to real discussion as well. What it 

also did was put the cat a bit amongst the pigeons. Churches were asking, why aren't you using 

our buildings for this thing? Maybe you could. 
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It made me realise there's so much baggage around those things, but also, actually, there's the 

opportunity to reclaim some of those spaces. You've got a Methodist church at the top of the 

hill, and it's a big one, and then you've got this Bike Shed Theatre directly next door to it. Next 

door to that, you've got an incredibly old parish church, pre-Roman parish church that was 

really not being used at all. We were invited by the parish collective in the City Centre to use 

this space. It's an Olave church, it was called, St. Olave being a Viking saint. We took on that 

space. Initially, we used it as an art space, and I invited some art students in and some artists 

in to sit in that space and be a part of that space and be inspired by what was going on there.  

 

These weren't Christian artists. These weren't churchgoing artists, but they really engaged with 

the idea of, this is a place where the saints have all come through. This was their language they 

were using. The saints have come, and the saints have been, and where are the next lot of saints 

coming from? That was the narrative that came out. I was really interested to explore that, so I 

spent the last, I suppose nine months of the project exploring how discussion but also how 

living intently can actually dwell upon geography, and that space is a really important thing. If 

we rewind four years, when VentureFX was this new thing, there was lots of talk around how 

the stories of Jesus are always about him being a guest in someone else’s home.  

 

He would invite himself to Zacchaeus’s house. He would go to Mary and Martha’s house and 

use that as an opportunity, but he'd have to be the guest. Whereas church has become the host. 

This was the kind of talk at the time. I suppose in my naivety I thought, yeah, that's absolutely 

right. There's no room for hosting anymore, when actually, I found that there's room for both 

of those things, and to not just be a host in a space, but to understand the history of a space 

actually, can challenge everything that goes on. If the project had continued, I think we really 

would have got to a place where some ownership over that space by these, dare I call them 

emerging followers of Christ, would have taken on that space and done things with it. A real 

significant high point of what we were doing was the challenge to the narrative of the world 

that we're in, society that we're a part of isn't interested in faith, isn't interested in Jesus, isn't 

interested in some of the values that we hold. 

 

That was really taken apart by the folks that chose to be part of this emerging community. They 

spoke with passion about the person they understood Jesus to be. They were excited by the 

prospect of what his teaching meant in their lives and they were nothing more than overjoyed 

to be part of that thing we were doing. At times, they were boisterous and hard to manage in 

terms of their expectations, but at other times, they were just delighted with what they saw 

going on in their lives. It was a huge thing to see. As a practical outworking working of that, 

the food that we were able to share, thanks to their commitment to the food project was a 

practical outpouring, but a real tangible thing in that. So, folks’ lives were being transformed. 

They then wanted to transform the world around them, and they did that by getting their hands 

dirty, by getting involved in this project. 

 

For whatever reason, the food project first of all attracted real high-end food producers. It was 

real classy food that was being then shared with the people that had the least. I don't know if 

there's a more obvious way of showing what the kingdom means than a homeless person, lives 

on the streets, eats from a soup kitchen, getting the very best food that's available in the city, 

and that being able to happen because people are discovering the person of Jesus felt inspired 

to do that. That's a huge high point, and I can't really describe how amazing a feeling that was 

to be part of. In terms of low points, inevitably being a pioneer can be hard work. It can be 

lonely work. There were things that were tried that struggled. Even the things that were 
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successful, there were difficult points in them where it felt like, are these people really 

committed to this?  

 

Can this thing really work? What does the church think about this? Ultimately, the circuit 

curtailing the project after only four years was a low point because of the good things that were 

happening. Being a pioneer is, in one sense it's a dream. I've got the time. I've got the resources. 

Do whatever I can with this blank sheet, and that's an amazing gift. On the other hand, there's 

a lot of expectation, perhaps from the people who've been waiting for you to do this relevant 

thing. Perhaps from the church or the corporation who want you to get involved in new and 

exciting ways. Perhaps it's yourself that makes the pressure happen. It is exciting. It's a roller 

coaster. No two days are the same. At times, it's a difficult place to be. You're not a minister, 

so you don’t have those things to do. You're not doing the job that you used to do, so you don’t 

have those kind of responsibilities.  

 

Sometimes it's hard to engage with the people that you work with because they have the things 

to do: you're the add-on. Whereas the add-on for you is everything. That's a hard place to be. 

Your expectations of people are different. Their expectations of you are different. Also, you 

don’t know how seriously they can always take you in that role, because you're so free of, as 

they see it, responsibility. My favorite things I got to do, actually, I love talking theology. I 

think that the mystery of God is so enormous, and we're only ever given these small glimpses, 

but it was in conversation with people, perhaps unlikely people, where a bit more of God would 

be revealed to us in that conversation or in that thing we were getting involved in. To have the 

opportunity to do that with people, to share in that experience was just a huge privilege and an 

amazing thing to be part of. 
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2. Winnie Baffoe: 

My name is Winnie Baffoe. I am the VentureFX pioneer in London at Bermondsey Central 

Hall. The space that we're sitting here now is the space allocated for the project, and it's called 

REST @ T-Rooms, an acronym for the Methodist quadrilateral of faith. Initially, my husband 

and I, we'd always wanted to create a T-Rooms, a quiet space somewhere in the back streets of 

London where you could hear the noise and the kerfuffle of London taking place, but 

somewhere where you could just be still, meditate, or just have an awareness that God is 

around, and that God is love. Over time, through deep listening and discernment, we've come 

to understand that there's a greater need for families to be engaged in churches and even more 

so need for people who don’t have other members of their families in the community or friends 

in the community.  

 

Basically, there are people that are isolated with young children that could do with the benefits 

of church or community. The project then developed to engaging them and seeing whether or 

not a community would flourish and if also the individuals themselves would flourish from 

within the community. At the moment, REST @ T-Rooms is going through a very exciting 

phase as we've built two relationships with different departments of the NHS. One with the 

health visitors who look after mothers and their children from zero to five. The other 

department is the mental health team within the South London Maudsley Trust, and they look 

after the mental health of the community, but with this particular department, they're looking 

after mainly women with young children. This is important to us because the project looks to 

the needs of the individual, therefore the project has now been able to look after their health 

needs, their spiritual needs, food needs, and also, through all of that, we're building community. 

 

We receive referrals from Southwark Food Bank and also the health visitors. A referral from 

the food bank is mainly for food poverty and also the other issues behind the scenes which 

have led to that food poverty. A referral from the health visitors is because there's issues of 

isolation or welfare needs. Those issues are addressed by the projects in some way or the other. 

We have cases where people are deemed homeless by ourselves, but not deemed homeless by 

the local authority. We've managed to overturn those cases because the council’s in breach of 

their duties, basically and we therefore save the council money in working with the individuals 

in the way that we do. Whilst there's nothing happening Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, 

Thursday, an individual will go to the local authority to manage their housing case, and that's 

with our housing and welfare advisor. That could be on a Monday. 

 

On a Tuesday, they might be with the health visitors. On a Wednesday, they'll come to us for 

the after-school meal. Thursdays, we're trying to initiate an English course because many of 

the people that we're engaging, they're from Spanish-speaking countries, to enable them with 

jobs and just in community engagement, we're just trying to improve their English. This will 

come with the support of childcare because most of the people we engage, they are pretty much 

isolated. There is no family. There are very few friends and within themselves because of all 

the issues surrounding their circumstances, they're withdrawn. We're just providing aids to help 

tease out themselves to give them the tools to be able to engage, basically, in their community. 

A person comes here with housing and welfare needs. We have to address the issues of housing 

and welfare first, or food poverty first, before we can throw the Bible at them. 

 

Concurrent to that, we also have the development of the community. They're introduced to the 

Mummies Republic community, which operates here every Wednesday, which has the after-

school meal where their children come after school, and we have fresh foods, which has been 

donated to us by our local food distribution agency, Fair Share. Mum is getting the chance to 
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socialise together. The children get the chance to play together, and then we might just have a 

briefing session on how our week has been. This is important because some mothers don’t have 

the opportunity to share their experiences with anybody else. In this group, they know that 

they're going to be listened to and that they're loved. One mother, she states she loves saying 

goodbye because she gets that physical interaction that she wouldn't receive anywhere else. 

 

We've just recently received a grant from the Rank Trust. Not everyone gets a grant from the 

Rank Trust, and on top of that, they gave us additional extras that we didn't request because 

they identified that it's difficult to secure funding for operational costs, but they wanted to make 

sure that the project would be a success because they believe in what we're doing. To have a 

reputable organisation like the Rank Trust say that to you, it's a real affirmation that you don’t 

get anywhere else. The low points are maybe people misunderstanding the project. The 

permission givers probably have a different expectation of what the project should be yielding, 

but we're responding to people. You put in the equation people, you're not exactly going to get 

your expected output. They're not numbers. They're people that we're dealing with. 

 

On the other hand, as well, the low points of the funding, again, it's frustrating when you want 

to help people but you're not giving that assistance to help because you're a church. Of course, 

there are ways around it but without church intervention, there would not be much helping for 

the disadvantaged. The key development was having the mental health practitioners here on 

site. They were able to teach the women how to cope under stress, anxiety, absence of sleep. 

One of the key mechanisms they suggested was access to holiday, how important holidays were 

to managing stress, but the people they're talking to, these are people that have low income. I 

thought, is it even possible? We applied for funding and we received the grant funding to go 

away on holiday and therefore, 10 of us, 10 families got to go away to Butlins over the summer 

of 2016, and it was wonderful. Wonderful on so many levels.  

 

You had children that came, walked through the door, saw crisp, white sheets, and they were 

just so excited. They had a room to themselves. These are people that live in really terrible 

accommodation. To have their own living accommodation in a chalet, that was an exciting 

experience for the children. It was dreamlike. The group just solidified. They just morphed into 

one being. Breathing, living life in the same routine, and because of that, we were then able to 

start our weekly worship sessions. Surprisingly, it's drawn more those that had no previous 

experience of Christ before because their conversion solidified with the holiday as one less of 

all the steps that we took before. The provision of food, the provision of access to housing and 

welfare advice. All those steps assisted with their rationale. Their experience dictated that there 

is someone out there that actually cares. Now they're engaging in the Christian traditions and 

who knows where it will go from now on?  

 

We can achieve so much because I think the churches go through their own issues, but so is 

the community out there. For example, with the groups I'm working with, with the NHS and 

the health visitors, they're looking to make these engagements with churches because they 

understand that church is the place, or church communities can be the place where they can 

reach the most disaffected in our communities because church enables trust to develop, 

something which statutory bodies are not able to do. Let church be that heartbeat. It can be that 

heartbeat, but we need to be open to opening our doors to other agencies who are looking or 

who already are working with the same people, but we are better placed to engage those people. 

 

To be a pioneer, I reckon, is to be misunderstood. Number one, the word pioneer, you're going 

into that unknown. The terminology is not often used. Mission. What's that in this day and age? 
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Missionary in London. What does that mean? To be a pioneer is also very exciting. You get to 

live your Christian faith in everyday situations. As a pioneer, you're able to spread the good 

news, and that's your job. Get the chance to meet people, to engage with people, and that's how 

you build trust. It's exciting, but then also, it can be quite overwhelming as well because I don't 

know about other pioneers, but I always see the problem and I immediately try to find a solution 

for it. Where there's no solution, it can be quite upsetting because it's an individual that you're 

dealing with. This person, when they leave you or when you leave them, they're going to go 

back to the misery that they're experiencing at the moment. If you're not able to engage or help 

with that, it doesn't feel nice. You feel powerless.  

 

I think anything is possible. That's what I've come to learn. I see real potential in churches just 

reaching out to so many people, but I suppose they need to be given the opportunity that I've 

been given. The sky is the limit because so many people do want to be engaged, and so many 

of us have the talents to engage people just based on our own experiences, and I think that is 

the driving momentum. Sometimes you wonder, what's my purpose here on earth? It might not 

be anything that spectacular, but your ability to create community, your ability to provide 

hospitality, that's within all our DNA code. You just need to be given that space, time, and 

money to be able to do that. I think deep down, I just feel that it's open to all church 

communities to be able to do this.  

 

Most mothers, when they start working with REST @ T-Rooms, they are angry, or they're torn. 

They're crying because a relationship has been severed and they've been left with a newborn 

on their own. I had one mother who refused to look into the eyes of her partner, the father of 

her child, for a good year, until the day we had a discussion about forgiveness. It warmed her 

heart, and she didn't tell me what was happening. I only found out when we went to Butlins, 

but she said to me soon after the discussion on forgiveness, she was able to actually forgive her 

partner for everything that happened before and look him in the eye. That was a conversion 

story, the stories of Christ, his message, it impacts within people. At some point, they meet 

Christ.  

 

They have the conversion that liberates them from the situation that they're experiencing, that 

emotional, the spiritual situation that they're managing at home.  

 

Do I enjoy what I do? I love what I do. I love what I do. I always grew up thinking I'd be 

married to a minister for some reason, but I'm the minister now, it seems. But I was raised in 

church. When you sing hymns that are about doing Christ’s work, there's no way that it doesn't 

affect your DNA and everything that you want to do. That was my channeling. I thought, this 

is what I am designed to do. Don’t put me in a boardroom. Don’t give me finances. Just put me 

with people and hopefully, we'll be able to work something for the better. 
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 3. Kris Lannen: 

My name is Kris Lannen and I am still, I guess, loosely involved with the Tubestation. This 

place has become, I guess, an important place for lots of people, a place where people come to 

be restored on lots of different levels or just to hook up with a friend. Yeah, a community has 

formed, and I think community is something that maybe is lacking in the world. There's lots of 

cliques, isn't there? But community, where people from perhaps different walks of life come 

together and appreciate each other, that's really special, isn't it? If church should be anything, 

it should be that. It should be a loving, supportive community. VentureFX is an organisation 

within an organisation that's allowed stuff like this to happen. 

 

When they got involved even in the Tubestation journey, VentureFX’s part in the story was 

not to be meant to be Tubestation-related. It was actually meant to be about the bigger picture, 

the bigger story of what even I guess Tubestation was set up for, and that was to see community 

formed right around Cornwall. Creative pockets of community. Myself and Henry have always 

been interested in how something like this, I guess the DNA of what is the Tubestation, could 

be taken and introduced in other coastal communities. What I've seen develop here, which is 

probably the most exciting thing, is a community. People that love and respect each other and 

appreciate each other for the things that they do and love sitting around chatting about it after 

a surf or while having a cup of coffee. 

 

It's an amazing place. It's constantly evolving, and I think that since me and Henry, the guys 

that were here initially have in a sense let go of something that we were involved in shaping 

initially. It's great to see how the younger crew take it on and develop it. I think it's never easy 

to let go of something, but I'm learning a lot of lessons in that myself. It's a good lesson in life 

to let go. The whole running events thing, which was never really at the centre of what we were 

doing. It was more to create a space that people came to, and rather than running specific events, 

there's some clear ones in the year which are really key and really important, and ones—the 

Jesus Longboard Classic - that's probably our main event. I think probably as far as an event, 

which I feel it's just connecting on so many levels, and I think it connects right with the heart 

of what this place was set up for. 

 

That event excites me, big time. There's obviously the Sunday gathering that happens every 

week. It's a bit of an event. I think more of an event than it should be. There's various gatherings 

throughout the week, little Bible-study type stuff. There's Wednesday morning, Little 

Wednesday, which is a parent-toddler group out of season. When schools are back, it's just 

rammed with local mums and dads hanging out, which is lovely. Mums and dads tag-teaming 

in the surf, so they can get a wave while their kids are looked after. I think if it wasn't for the 

band, the Grenaways, I would have given up this deal a long, long time ago, probably because 

I think if anything, it's one of the things that I get most life from because of its creative nature. 

It's a community itself, again. It's a group of six or seven people who we get together regularly.  

 

It's a community, and we share life with each other, and we create together. Then, to be able to 

then create something beautiful that we've all co-created, and then go out and play music to 

other people, and people then connect with that, is magic. It's spiritual. I've found that a very 

stabilising part of my life. I think I would have lost it completely if I didn't have music and the 

band, really.  

 

I think if anything, that for me, the last few years being part of VentureFX has been as much 

about me learning and discovering as I go along. Having all of my stuff that I've built up 

foundationally as someone that's found this faith, and maybe stuff that I felt was immovable, 
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has been moved and taken apart and then put back together again in a way which I've found 

massively life-giving. Massively challenging, yet hugely life-giving.  

 

I think maybe at the same time, it's maybe been a shaping process that I've needed to go through 

in order to be able to somehow communicate this story to people that might never listen because 

of the way—if I tried to communicate it in the way that I used to be, people would just be like, 

I don’t really get what you're trying to say. I think it's been a massively life-changing 

experience. I've found that recently, the last few years, the spiritual experiences I've had, the 

holy moments tend to be way more outside of traditional church experiences and more outside, 

hanging out with people who may never call themselves Christians but are on a beautiful, 

spiritual journey who have been so massively challenged through this journey in a beautiful 

way.  

 

Even though it's been tough, I feel like my eyes are so much more open to the beauty in the 

world than they were before I started. This journey, I'd say it's a journey rather than a project, 

and community’s been formed. To think that we've had any part in community-forming is 

exciting. Yeah, I think pioneers are really misunderstood, especially within the church. They 

church is so, you got the vicar or the pastor, and it's such a clearly-defined role. This is what 

they do, and they look after the spirituality of the community. The pioneers, because the nature 

of a pioneer is actually to go places that others wouldn't and explore the more difficult path. I 

think because that's risky and because that's not conforming, it's misunderstood. Pioneers are 

misunderstood.  

 

I think for me, the low elements of our journey have just been because people don’t really get 

what we're doing and as a result of that, even you feel the negativity. That's difficult. Like 

anybody else, we just want to be loved and accepted. It's quite a challenge to be a pioneer, isn't 

it? You can quite often feel quite on your own in it. I've struggled to relate to church. That's 

probably my—more and more that I've explored this whole pioneering thing, the more and 

more I find myself feeling quite distant from the very community that I'm meant to be part of, 

and maybe that's because I've got the wrong perspective. I don't know. There's a lot of 

misunderstanding, I think, within the church community.  

 

I think that's maybe because the church thinks it should be like this. It should be like that. 

Everything’s got to be put in its nice little neat box, when actually, we live in a very colourful, 

interesting world that doesn't have many neat boxes. If we're going to be relevant to it, then we 

need to embrace that more. Actually, I really thank God for VentureFX for that. Even the 

community of pioneers that we hang out with, occasionally once a month up in London. Those 

guys have been precious to me on my journey, and I'm sure Henry, too, even though they're all 

completely different from us. Each of them has massively impacted my life and helped me see 

things differently. Theologically differently, creatively differently, everything.  

 

It's been really powerful. High points. Like I just mentioned, the Jesus Longboard Classic, I'd 

say for me is like, each year it goes to that. That's a high point for me. The rest is fantastic. You 

can have a high point just in a conversation with someone over a cup of coffee, can't you? I 

think the reason I enjoy it is because of its challenge. I love that I've been challenged, and I 

love that I'm being challenged. If life was all about me just getting what I wanted out of life, 

I'm sure that that's not what this existence is meant to be about. That's why I enjoy it. I enjoy 

that my ways of seeing things are being messed with. I really like that.  
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4.Ric Stott: 

My name’s Ric Stott. I'm a pioneer minister with VentureFX here in Sheffield. I'm an ordained 

presbyter in the Methodist church. The work I'm doing in Sheffield is based around creative 

arts, visual arts. I'm not sure I started as a pioneer with a dream. I certainly didn't start with a 

fixed outcome in mind, and there was certainly no kind of blueprint, thinking in five years’ 

time, this is what the project’s going to look like. It seems to me that following Jesus isn't, in 

my experience, about, OK in five years’ time, this is where I'm going. For me, it's, where do I 

put my foot today? This very moment, what does it mean for me to follow Christ? That involves 

prayer. It involves listening, and it involves listening very deeply to the people around you in 

the context you're in. 

 

My dream, really, or my hope was that I could be in Sheffield, in this amazing city, doing 

something creative, but each moment following Christ. In my experience, if you get those little 

steps right, then the big journey actually sorts itself out because if you've listened to Christ on 

each little step, then after five years, where you've got to is where Christ was leading you in 

the first place. I didn't have a big dream. I just had a little dream, to be faithful to Christ in each 

moment. After five years, I started just in a little studio in the City Centre in Sheffield. Making 

art, slowly building relationships with creative people in the city. Now, after five years, we're 

here right in the City Centre on a busy shopping street. It's a pedestrianised street just out here 

with an art space here, community art space.  

 

We've got gallery exhibition space downstairs and a little bit upstairs. We've got studios. This 

is one of the studios. And we've got a really vibrant and interesting creative community. Most 

of the people who are part of what's going on here are from outside the church and wouldn't 

really find it easy to relate to what goes on in certainly most Methodist churches on a Sunday. 

Nothing wrong with what goes on in most Methodist churches on a Sunday. I quite like 

traditional Methodism, but it's not where a lot of people we're working with here are at. We've 

got a vibrant creative community. We have a great program of exhibition. So many artists in 

the city want to exhibit here because it's a great space. It's a great location. We've got a growing 

reputation amongst the arts scene in Sheffield, which is actually a pretty friendly community. 

 

All the different art spaces in the city are supportive of each other. I suppose the unique 

perspective we bring into the midst of that is this aspect of spirituality, and we're always quite 

open about, we're supported by the Methodist church - I'll say I'm a Methodist minister. And 

actually, that makes a difference to the quality of the space here and the feel of the space. A lot 

of people come in and they think, they're expecting it's an art gallery and it looks like an art 

gallery, but they sit for a while. They'll have a cup of tea or they'll have a chat and they say, 

actually, it feels really peaceful in here, doesn't it? They start to realise that this is, it's a different 

kind of space and the quality of the relationships here are different. It's hard for me to put my 

finger on what that difference is, but I think there's something about, because this is a sacred 

space, is a place of prayer, that makes a difference to the nature of the space, and people notice 

that.  

 

One of the exciting things about being here with this community is that we see people’s lives 

transformed, and this is all by the grace of God. It's nothing clever that I've done or anyone else 

involved with us has done. It's been waiting on both the Spirit, waiting on gift, waiting on the 

grace of God. What we see is people coming through the doors and finding themselves held in 

a loving and accepting community, an inclusive community. That's inclusive of different 

backgrounds. We have homeless people. We have people who live in really expensive houses 

in the posh bit of Sheffield. We have the whole range of people here. We have the whole range 
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of ages here, inclusive of sexuality, inclusive of race, and also inclusive of people’s beliefs and 

worldviews.  

 

Whilst we're quite clear, I'm quite clear that I'm a Christian minister and my foundation is in 

the Christian tradition, and my experience of Christ is what informs what's going on here, we're 

interested, and we celebrate the stories that other people bring. We're not trying to do things to 

people. We're not trying to change people. A lot of the people who are part of this community 

have very complicated lives and face all kinds of difficult situations, but as a community we're 

quite honest about the fact that we're all messed up people. I'm a screwed-up person. I've got 

my own stuff and issues, and that's all alright. There's an authenticity to that, and art really 

helps with this because the best art is art that is really authentic, is honestly expressing 

something about who that person is, the artist is.  

 

When you're fully engaged and fully alive, and life is springing up, and that's not always easy 

and it can be really painful because life is not always a beautiful thing. For me, just being in 

this place in the middle of the city with this beautiful, messy community is, I think, thank God. 

Wow. That is a high point for me. Personally, in my own creativity, my own art practice, I've 

gained so much from being with people here and talking with other artists here because I find 

the artists push me further in my own art practice. They push me beyond the point where I feel 

comfortable, which is exactly what I—this is discipleship, and this is people from outside the 

church are helping me in my own discipleship, pushing me to take risks, to be more creative, 

to give more of myself. Certainly, for me personally, but that's one of the high points.  

 

When I'm talking with an artist in my studio and showing them my paintings and so on, and 

they're pushing me to go further and take more risks and be more honest and just—for me, 

painting is about getting your soul out there on the canvas. Just rip your heart out, put it there, 

and if people hate it, that's all right. If they love it, that's fine, but just be honest. That's what 

the artists here have pushed me to do. For me, that's one of the high points. Each stage of the 

pioneering process, there are challenges. The hardest bits at the start are really, for a year or 

two, maybe even three, nothing seems to be happening. Those moments where you go home 

and think, what am I even doing? Because it is all about just starting slowly and starting to 

build relationships. Sometimes that takes a long, long time. This isn't something that is a quick 

fix. In a year, it’ll be sorted.  

 

The challenges now are to do with, one of the things I think we're wrestling with is, how does 

this relate to the wider church? Is this a church community or not? That's a question that is not 

really relevant to most of the people who are part of this community. They're just here, and it's 

great. It's doing something fruitful. The step back, I suppose, and I think this is important for 

pioneers to do, is that theological reflection. What is the nature of this community? What makes 

it different to just a community art group? Which is fine. It might be a great thing to do, but is 

there a qualitative difference? Part of the answer to that is the relationship with the wider 

church, and that's what we're exploring at the moment. How does this fit into the circuit or the 

district say or the wider connection? What have I learnt? Most of all, to trust, to wait, to listen.  

 

My experience and understanding of God has been utterly transformed in this last five years. 

It comes back down to that moment of sitting in silence in prayer, of waiting for Christ. The 

more I do that, the more I am astonished by what God does. When I started this, amongst the 

pioneers being appointed, I knew that the VentureFX project was trying to appoint pioneers 

and start projects that were risky, and so some of them might fail. I always thought secretly, I 

always thought mine’s going to be one of the ones that doesn't work out and be a bit of a 
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disaster. It still might be, but who knows? I have been astonished by what God has done. This 

has thrown my theology out of the window, and my theology is running to catch up, but I'm 

just going with the experience now.  

 

God is at work, when we've had financial issues, waiting in prayer, and it's kind of worked out. 

When we've needed the right people to come on board, they've appeared. Now I just trust. For 

the next five years, I'm setting out again back out on that path into unknown territory. I'm just 

trusting now. Prayer. OK, Christ. Where next? I trust it’ll be all right. Whatever happens, it’ll 

be all right. I think the label pioneer is, I suppose it's one we've got, and I'm happy with it but 

there are problems with it. There are issues with it. I'm going to stick with it because for me, 

that image of walking out into the unknown territory is what I want to do and feel called to do 

in my ministry and in my own faith and theology and thoughts and in the way I make art. 

 

I think one of the things that I've realised over these last five years, I think at first, I thought, 

this image of a pioneer going out into this undiscovered territory and planting a flag. Actually, 

that was not the case. I'm pushing out into unknown territory, but there are people there and 

there is life there. Go out into the arts community, there's amazing life there, and Christ is there. 

I push out and then Jesus is waiting there and says, nice of you to join me. The idea of a pioneer 

going out to discover to new territory and claim new territory is really problematic, but the idea 

of, I suppose, wondering in wonder through beautiful territory and seeing what you might find, 

that's the one that I like. Just marking these significant moments and these significant 

relationships and experiences in people’s lives, you find a beauty.  

 

Now the stage we're at is thinking about succession because the community here, the work 

here, it's unhealthy, spiritually, psychologically, ecclesiastically for all kinds of reasons, for 

this work just to rely on me. I'm starting to pull away and look to something else now and 

allowing the community to take responsibility for itself. They don’t need me here because the 

gifts and enthusiasm and energy that's here is enough for this to live. It's like when you're 

starting a fire. You're slowly fanning the flame and eventually, it can sustain itself. That has 

got to be the aim for pioneering. This can't be about charismatic figures going around the 

country, and everything being dependent on them. It's got to be about that giving up for the 

pioneer. The giving up of power and responsibility, and that's the journey of Christ.  

 

For the next five years, it would be quite easy for me, actually, to stay here and do this for 

another five years. We've got all kinds of artists who want to be involved in it. It would look 

great. It would feel quite cool, brilliant, but that's not what God’s calling me to do. There are 

other people who can do that much better than I can. There are other people who can take this 

project on in much more exciting ways than I could do it. When would I say that I'm happiest? 

In the studio with the door closed with my headphones on, listening to music, painting. 

Absolutely, no question. Do I enjoy being a pioneer? The best bits are amazing. The worst bits 

are not great. But do I enjoy it? Yeah. Actually, I love it. I wouldn't do anything else now. I 

wouldn't do anything else.  
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5. Simon Oliver: 

My name is Simon Oliver, and I'm a Methodist minister. I'm ordained, and I work alongside 

Cottenham Community Centre in a village called Cottenham, which is just outside Cambridge. 

My project which comes under the banner of Rev Coffee, which is our little website and 

everything that we do comes under that banner, it really seeks to help develop community and 

to give people space for creative exploration. As part of both of those things, to give people the 

chance to explore the Christian faith, what it might mean to them, whether it applies to their 

lives at all, regardless of their background. We have a very inclusive approach, and we have 

people from atheist, agnostic, and other religious backgrounds involved in most, if not all, the 

things we do. 

 

The premises, the community centre, which is a former Methodist church but now functions as 

a coffee shop and community centre, has a whole host of things going on throughout each week 

and each month from Pilates and yoga and knitting groups and children’s groups. All sorts of 

stuff. As a trustee for the community centre, I have an oversight role of some of that activity, 

but I also have particular projects and initiatives which we've developed as part of the Rev 

Coffee aspect of the work. That includes anything from dads’ play group, which is for male 

carers and their under-five-year-olds to get together, eat bacon sandwiches, drink coffee. A 

space for their kids to play, for dads to support one another in an interesting and potentially 

hectic time of their lives. We also meet up for curries fairly regularly, although the children do 

not come to that. 

 

We've also run marriage courses and parenting courses for people in the local community, and 

some of the most interesting things from my point of view that we do are really involved in 

creative arts. We have a what we call our arts nights which meets a couple of times a month in 

the coffee shop, and we have musicians, poets, storytellers, photographers getting together to 

explore different themes and ideas every month. People will write their own songs, bring their 

own photography, and we perform it, work on it together, and then explore the existential and 

spiritual themes which come out of it, which is really good fun. We do a few gigs and that kind 

of stuff as well. We had a film and faith group, which met in my house. Similar idea, really. 

You watch a great film and then talk about the themes and ideas it raises with the potential of 

exploring faith as part of that. 

 

That's developed from being a smallish group of 12 to 20 people that met in our house to a full-

scale community cinema which meets in the coffee shop. I love all the different things we do, 

but one of the most interesting and exciting things we do is called The Roost. We do that on a 

Sunday afternoon and it's really aimed at all ages, but we have a lot of families come to that 

and it's a place for people who may be involved in church, or used to be involved in church, or 

have had nothing to do with going to traditional church but they come together, and we do arts, 

crafts. We have poetry. We have videos. We have quizzes, articles, books, all kinds of stuff, 

again, on particular themes that give people the opportunity to, again, I keep saying exploring 

faith, but the opportunity to explore faith together.  

 

We really embrace alternative philosophies or alternative religions, point of views on any 

themes and encourage a dialogue between the traditional Christian faith and other worldviews 

and stuff as well. In terms of whether this project is of value or of help to the community, it 

offers community to the community. It offers places and spaces for people to come together, 

get to know one another, and explore things that matter. It also, in terms of marriage courses, 

parenting courses, groups for dads and that kind of stuff, it offers a real resource and a support. 

Not that I claim to have any great knowledge or wisdom to impart about marriage or parenting, 
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but it fosters a space where others, we can explore that together. I think by cultivating a culture 

which is open to issues of spirituality and theology and faith by cultivating a very open and 

inclusive space for that, I think that offers something good for people, regardless of their own 

beliefs. It provides a safe space for people to explore things that really matter together. I think 

the people involved in what we do would see that that has value in Cottenham.  

 

I suppose, in terms of high points, getting some of these projects which I've described off the 

ground, particularly the cinema and The Roost, have been personally very satisfying and really 

encouraging and suggest that we're doing something right in the village. I think for me, the 

moments that I value the most and that I've seen are things which occur within personal 

relationships with groups or with people in the village. Actually, in terms of giving an answer 

for a video, I think those kind of things are quite hard to describe, and I wouldn't necessarily 

bring someone’s personal anecdotes into this. At the same time, it's those meaningful personal 

relationships and the kind of support we might have been able to offer through the project that 

I think constitute most of the high points. We've always sought to value and prioritise 

relationships and meaningful community in a general sense over and above a particular project 

or a particular initiative or a particular event.  

 

In terms of low points, I think I wouldn't be alone as someone involved in what is described as 

pioneer ministry, to say the early months and years can be quite unsettling, quite frustrating for 

people that like to see things happen straight away. Actually, the very nature of this kind of 

ministry means getting to know people, valuing the place you live in, valuing the views of 

people, finding out what else is going on, taking time to see what you might be able to add or 

bring to the village. I think those early months and early years, where you don’t quite know 

where you stand, what you're doing, what you're going to do, I think they can be quite difficult 

times. Again, I think if you speak to anyone in a similar ministry, I think they would say that 

those early months and early years are incredibly valuable and essential, biding one’s time and 

really getting to know a place and getting to know what might be the way forward. 

 

Praying. Just trying to make sense of what you can do here and now in a particular place with 

particular people is absolutely key. Again, I think most people would go back and enjoy that 

period. If you could go back in time and do that again, I think I would enjoy it much more 

knowing that it was a really important period of the whole endeavor. Also, in terms of 

negatives, something else we'd hoped to get off the ground but never quite happened was a 

football and faith group. We used to have a group that met to play football a couple of times a 

month, and a couple of us tried to turn that into a group that also got together in the pub to talk 

about football and faith and that kind of stuff. It just, for whatever reason, it just never really 

took off and eventually, we had to say, this isn't the right thing. It's not the right time. We're 

not going to do it. 

 

That was an example of something where we had to say, this isn't working. We're going to cut 

that off and try something else. I think one of the things that the failure, I suppose you'd call it, 

of the football and faith project I think was knowing when to stop and knowing when actually, 

you just need to let something go. Actually, there's other projects or aspects of the work that 

have been very low key and very small, and have taken time to develop, but it felt clear that 

there was something growing and something developing there, and it was worth sticking in for 

the long run. Whereas, at a certain point with the football and faith, we were just like, actually, 

we need to just stop wasting time on it, really. As much as I liked having a kick about and 

enjoyed the people I spent time with, it wasn't developing into anything beyond that. Other 
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projects and other ideas were coming in and we had to be able to prioritise really where good 

things were happening.  

In terms of other things we might have learnt through the project, I think the absolute priority 

of relationships over and above projects and events. That's something that I have to keep 

coming back to. I think the danger is, especially when you have a full program of activities, 

that week-in, week-out is spent getting ready for those activities, preparing for those activities, 

and actually sometimes you need to flip it back around and say, the reason we're doing this is 

for real people and a real community, and just bring yourself back to those first principles. 

Also, remembering that at the centre of this whole thing is God and needing to prioritise 

relationship with God in terms of my own prayer life and that kind of stuff. 

 

Again, when stuff gets busy, that very easily gets lost. I'm not pretending I've found a perfect 

balance with any of those things now, but I think remembering that it's about relationships first 

and foremost with God, and then about the people in the community you're part of has been—

it's an ongoing lesson that I'm learning, really.  

 

In terms of what it's like to be a pioneer, I suppose that's a question that I don’t really consider 

much on a daily or weekly basis. I think it's a helpful label or job title or job spec in some 

regard, because it implies that I and others in similar roles will be trying to do new things, go 

to new places, and be a little bit experimental. I like the outworking that that description 

implies. At the same time, I don’t wake up in the morning and think, what will I pioneer today? 

 

I suppose, and this may even be true of others in similar roles, I suppose I'm in this role because 

I feel passionate about the gospel. I feel passionate about the church and I see quite a significant 

disconnection between the church and most of the culture around it, or around us. I think the 

challenge and the main aspect of being a pioneer is seeking those places, those relationships, 

those ideas which might give the opportunity for those two things to intersect, for the gospel 

and for culture to come together. In terms of the future, we've come to the end of the initial five 

years in Cottenham. The circuit and the national church have obviously seen that there's 

potential. They're going to continue to invest in the work in Cottenham.  

 

The way we found to balance that and to maintain it is to—I'll be part-time in Cottenham and 

part-time in Histon, working with a more traditional Methodist church there. A traditional 

Methodist church that's got a really good number of committed, outward-looking people both 

old and young who are really keen to not replicate what we're doing here in Cottenham but to 

see if some of the things I've learnt and some of the things we've tried here might be applicable 

in Histon, whether there's ways of developing work with families there, trying new styles of 

worship, that kind of thing. I'm really excited to see what the crossover will be. Not just what 

can a more traditional church learn from some of the pioneering things we've done here, but 

are there aspects of tradition and the solidity of a week-in, week-out worshipping community 

that can be applied to some of the stuff we're doing here in Cottenham? 

 

We already have quite a good working relationship where people have helped us in Cottenham, 

and I've been involved over there for a few years. Actually, to bring those two different aspects 

of ministry together, I think, will be quite exciting. If there was one little story which would 

encapsulate something of what we're about here and what we've done here is our arts group 

which gets together a couple of times a month. We had a period of a couple of months where 

my very good friend, who is an atheist, wrote a song saying, perhaps there probably isn't a God, 

was the subtext of the song. It's a very good song. Then the next month I responded with a bit 
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of a, maybe there is a God after all, kind of a song. Again, nothing too cheesy in the lyrics. I 

think it's a silly little example, but it's for me it's about what I've been talking about, really. 

 

It's about genuine relationships and friendships. It's about an openness to one another and it's 

about using our creativity to explore things that matter and figuring things out together, and 

not setting up a dynamic which says, I have the truth and you must come here to listen to it, 

but rather says, why don’t we use the arts, all sorts of different things, to bring people together 

to explore the stuff that matters. There is not a day that goes by where I'm not extremely grateful 

to both God and the Methodist church for allowing me to do this with my life as a job. I 

absolutely love it. It feels like the thing that I was put on the planet for. I'm grateful to my 

family for helping me do that as well and facilitating it and being supportive and involved. 

Yeah, I think it's a fantastic job. It's not without its stresses and strains. It's not without 

heartache. It's not without problems, but it's deeply rewarding and a great deal of fun. 
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6. Steve Jones: 

Hi. I'm Steve Jones and we're here in Exeter, the southwest of England. The project I'm 

developing is across the whole region. A little bit of Cornwall, all of Devon, and half of 

Somerset. When we first started the project, the dream was really to have a number of small 

faith communities across the region connecting with each other, encouraging each other. Being 

dispersed all over the region but also, gathering together occasionally. The dream was as well, 

each one of these little projects would reach out to their community in a holistic way. It's not 

just about spiritual. It's about the whole of life. Maybe some social action way, maybe some 

way of serving the community. The idea was to reach out in a holistic way. When we first 

started, I thought it would be great to have ways of being church, ways of being community, 

that really connected with what some people call the new spiritualties, or the people with new 

spiritualities. 

 

Emerging spiritualities, what some Christians call New Age spiritualty. It would be great just 

to connect with those sort of folks and explore what a Christ-centred spirituality would look 

like with people like that. That was definitely part of the original dream, was to reach out to 

those kind of people and see what we could nurture and what could be led by people within 

new spiritualties. Southwest is full of folks who are exploring new spirituality, so it's a really 

rich place to look at that kind of outreach, I suppose. The kind of projects we're working in at 

the moment, some of the projects work with the homeless here in Exeter. One of them involves 

going out in the streets early in the morning and really coming alongside street homeless 

people. We've got a lot of street homeless people here in Exeter. 

 

It's an attractive place to be street homeless. We do a lot of work with the street homeless 

through coming alongside. One of the projects that I get most joy from is something we set up, 

which is like a little employment collective called Rustic Ragamuffin. That is a group of 

homeless people, people like myself, and we get together every Monday morning and we make 

things. We actually sell those products, and there's nothing better than selling a product for 

really giving people a boost.  

 

The Ragamuffin project is important really for the people that are there. It's not important for 

anybody else, really. It's only important for those that are seeing their creativity released. I 

think that's wonderful. I think God has made us creative people, and to see that creativity 

expressed is a tremendous way of growing as a human being and to see people really—in fact, 

this morning there was a guy, he'd made this really simple—he's got an incredible violent 

background, but he made this really simple bookmark. On the way out, he came up to me and 

he said, look at this. Look at this. I made this thing. I haven't made something like this for 

decades. There was so much joy, just by making something and just because he'd been able to 

express his creativity in a safe space. That, to me, is really important. It's part of the good news. 

The good news is not just the good news of what some Christians called personal salvation. 

That's really important, but it's also good news in so many other ways, as well as your 

spirituality. It's also good news in terms of creativity, in terms of your social development, in 

terms of the way we connect together. Good news is so holistic, really. It's everything. That's 

one of the reasons I think something like Rustic Ragamuffin is important.  

 

Another group we work with is men. We do a lot of small communities around men, and we 

tend to meet in a lot of pubs. Small is beautiful, and the pub projects are important for those 

people that come along because it does give them a chance to engage in conversation that 

people wouldn't normally engage in. A lot of men are very closed and don’t want to share about 

things. They find it hard to share about things. It gives them a forum in which to talk about 
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their walk with God again, in a safe space. In a place where they can relate to with a beer or a 

nice soft drink. Then, we actually do—there are some communities out into rural Devon. On 

Dartmoor, for example, there's a lovely couple that are developing little hubs, little 

communities in their village. One’s around the Bible. One’s around making cakes.  

 

The wider projects that we do across Devon are really important, I think, because a lot of people 

think that rural areas are quiet in terms of church life or in terms of what some Christians call 

the kingdom of God, or what God is doing. Actually, you realise the opposite of that, that rural 

communities can be full of spirituality, and even the smallest village can have a number of 

different faith communities within it doing different things, and that's happening in the 

hundreds of villages and towns across the southwest of England, or any rural community. 

Actually, God is very much at work in rural communities. It seems a funny thing to say, but I 

think a lot of urban people have an urban pride, actually and it's great to celebrate rural things, 

rural communities, rural faith communities. This is just one way in which we can celebrate the 

rural, the life that's happening in rural areas. 

 

Some people say to me, why have you got this really diverse group and diverse groups, and 

they're all very different? Is there anything common about them? Is there any reason why we 

do them? I think one of the main things about what I do is, I come alongside people and ask 

them, what do they want to do? What do they feel God is calling them to do? Therefore, you 

get this real diversity of things, different things. The joy for me is to see all these very diverse 

expressions of community and social action and church develop like little plants, really, and 

then try and connect them together. The high points of the project, I guess, are summarised, 

really, with a story, if I can tell a story about something linked to Rustic Ragamuffin, which is 

this workers collective for homeless people.  

 

Literally, a guy came along who was a young man who’d been homeless for a while. Later on, 

his carer told me that the previous week, he'd try to commit suicide. He came along to Rustic 

Ragamuffin, and I was able to spend some time with him and just work out that as a young 

man, he'd actually been a really good artist. The addictions and the drugs and all that had come 

in on his life and that had got buried. He was at a real low moment; the previous week he tried 

to commit suicide, but actually, as you unpick what his passion is, he was able to share about 

art. I was able to say, let's do some art, or you do some art and we'll try and sell it. We did that. 

He did some art, we sold it, and it just gives him a real boost. He can see that, because we are 

all made to do stuff. I think a lot of people, the homeless or the unemployed young people that 

are around a lot in this country at the moment, I think it's really important to stand with them 

and help them do stuff and to get value out of doing. 

 

I guess it's the redemptive value, if you like, of doing work and getting paid for work. That’s 

been a highlight, actually, the power of work to help people really go forward in their lives. I 

think some of the low points or one of the low points has been being misunderstood by the 

church generally. Not specifically any one person, and not by the whole church, but there has 

been a few people and a few organisations that just don’t get what pioneering is all about. It's 

not your classic way of church planting. It's not your classic way of church leadership, although 

I've done all that stuff in the past. This is a new way of being a follower of Jesus, and I think a 

lot of people don’t quite understand it yet, but that's the very nature of being experimental, that 

at first, you've just got to keep pushing on into the experiment. See if it works, see if it doesn't 

work.  
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Some people will look at you like, that is a really weird thing to do, but actually, it's in that 

process of having the courage as a pioneer to push into that new space that you can open things 

up for others. I think some people have said that the work of a pioneer is like building a road 

for others to walk along. You are the road maker. One of the biggest things I've learnt is the 

word unlearning, that actually, it's not about learning or gaining new things. It's about 

sometimes losing some of the old patterns. I feel like I'm an old geezer to compare to a lot of 

the other VentureFX guys, so I feel like I've got a lot of unlearning. I do need to unlearn some 

of those previous patterns of being church, doing church, being a church leader. I think 

unlearning is a really important thing. One example is my background is to be quite a strong 

leader, that up front—I was a P.E. teacher. That was very much my thing, that standy up, come 

follow me stuff. 

 

I've realised that a lot of the time, that can be a power trip for me, and I've realised that the 

Jesus way is what I've learnt. The Jesus way of leading is about actually putting that upside-

down, that his way of dealing with power was to actually usurp it, to invert it, to subvert it. To 

give away power. Secular business people call it empowerment, and that's been important for 

me. In a lot of what I do, like for example, that grid that we had on our unconference, that was 

about me saying, I don’t want to have any power here. I want the power to be with you folks. 

That's perhaps what I'm learning. I'm learning that people today will not tolerate or will not 

warm to power-driven faith. It's got to be about more of this servant models of leading, if that 

makes sense. Being a pioneer has been actually quite a hard transition for me because when 

you're an established church leader, it's all there.  

 

The pioneering is about, if you don’t mind me saying, it's about giving birth. Not that I've ever 

given birth, but it's a similar kind of feel. It's hard and that moment comes where it's very 

painful, but then, as anybody that has given birth will tell you, there's that incredible joy as well 

of new life. It is the best thing ever, but it is also a really hard journey. I always say this to my 

church leader friends. Every weekend in a way, the church leaders, let's say they're preaching, 

good sermon vicar, good sermon minister or pastor, but the pioneer doesn't really get any of 

that sort of encouragement on a regular basis, I find. It can be quite lonely in that sense. Not 

lonely, but it can be a lonely journey. I have found it quite hard to be a pioneer, to be perfectly 

honest, but I don’t want to change it. I want to keep pressing on into it because I know it is 

building new roads for people in the future, and that is a price worth paying. 
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7.Tim Nash: 

I'm Tim Nash. I live in Nottingham. I'm a VentureFX pioneer for the Methodist church and 

have been for four years. I suppose the heart of the project is a group called Garden City, which 

is a group of spiritual seekers, a real eclectic mix of some people don’t really believe anything, 

quite a few people who had a church background but grew disillusioned with church, through 

to a few people from other faiths, and it's just a very informal group of people where we can 

just wrestle with the idea of what it means to follow Jesus. I suppose what makes it different 

from a traditional church is that we try to strip away what people might see as the religious 

baggage and just get back to the heart of what it means to live a life that's inspired by the person 

of Jesus.  

 

I can remember very early on, me and Hannah were praying, and we felt God saying to us, love 

your neighbours. I thought, that was a bit of a predictable answer. We all know that that's pretty 

much what Jesus was all about. We didn't really do anything, but we felt God saying, no, love 

your neighbours. Love your actual neighbours. We thought about it and thought, yeah, there is 

something a bit inauthentic about driving around Nottingham trying to connect with people, 

and we don’t actually know the names of the people we live next door to. We felt that that's 

what God was saying, to start right literally where you are, so get to know the people you live 

next door to. Actually, we found that quite a challenging idea, because we're quite shy and 

quite introverted.  

 

There's something quite safe about putting an event on and asking people to come along, but 

actually knocking on your neighbor’s door and saying, ‘Hi, I'm Tim. I know we don’t know 

each other, and I loved here for a while, but I thought it was about time we said hello’. It was 

a fantastic opportunity once we'd got past that initial barrier, and we did street BBQs. We 

started inviting people around every opportunity we could think of for Easter parties, Christmas 

parties, the Queen’s Jubilee. Whatever it is, we invited people around to the house. We started 

a film club. We started a craft club. It was incredible, the effect it had on the street. It really 

lifted the atmosphere of the street, and the fact that people would come out of their house to 

get in their car and see someone wave and say ‘Hi’, which had never happened on our street 

before.  

 

I think there was about 50 people living on the street, and I can remember the first BBQ we 

did, there was at least two or three people I overheard saying, I've lived on this street for a 

decade, and I don’t know anyone here. That was a huge first step for us. Then as we really got 

to know people, we started saying to people, we're starting to explore Christian forms of 

meditation and contemplation. Me and Hannah are doing some of that this evening. Do you 

fancy coming along? Sometimes one person would come, sometimes two, sometimes three, 

and just do very, very simple, very non-threatening kind of meditation and just starting to 

explore that with people. That's really how it all began.  

 

Then the next big step was, we went to a community centre and put on a contemplative evening 

where we just filled the room with all kinds of creative stuff and invited local community along 

to explore that. Actually, out of that, the core of the group that we ended up calling Garden 

City emerged. I think there was nine people who said they wanted to carry that journey on. We 

then started meeting in a local café. I think they were definitely the first couple of significant 

steps forward. In terms of the allotment, that was the first couple that we met, and they had an 

allotment and were about to give it up because it was a huge allotment. It was horribly 

overgrown, just full of rubbish. They had taken it on and quickly realised they couldn't handle 

it.  
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When this group of nine people said, yeah, let's carry on meeting, let's do something, I almost 

switched into traditional church mode and thought, we need a Bible-study. We need a prayer 

time. This is how you do it. As I reflected on that, I felt God saying, no, don’t lead this. You're 

just part of this group. Let the group figure out what they want to do. We went away for a 

retreat day and I just said to the group, how are we going to carry this journey on? People just 

made different suggestions, like they wanted to carry on meeting on a Monday night. They 

wanted to have a retreat day every six months or every year. They really enjoyed that. Then 

this couple said, we've got this allotment that we're about to give up. Why don’t we all get 

involved in the allotment and try and grow our own food, and maybe see whether we can 

connect with God through nature?  

 

We said, great. I had no idea what we were getting into. I'd never done an allotment before in 

my life. We spent probably at least one day, often two days a week for a year, just trying to 

clear this plot. Then it slowly started to grow some food, and built a BBQ and starting inviting 

friends along, and the community really started to form, and the friendships started to deepen 

around that experience, really. I think it's that friendship that held the group together, even 

though we're, like I say, very different people and on quite different places on the journey. 

That's really the heart of the project. Many other things have spun out of that. A gardening 

project where we help local vulnerable people that have lost control of their gardens.  

 

We'll just turn up for a weekend, a group of us, and just blitz the garden, which we like. 

Anything with power tools, and all the guys descend. It's fantastic. We've done stuff at local 

festivals, prayer tents. Some of the women have done art installations, exploring spirituality 

through art. A whole range of different things, but really at the heart of it is just this friendship 

amongst a core group of people, really. I think that's the thing that holds it together. Part of my 

role is also sharing what I'm learning. I've got a podcast, Nomad Podcast, where we look at 

church and theology and mission, and we interview people we think that are just looking at 

stuff from a different angle, from a different perspective. Something that we find interesting.  

 

We've got listeners all around the world now that are joining us on that journey, and an online 

community has grown out of that as well of people that are just often people that have had a 

Christian upbringing but haven't really found a space where they can be honest with their 

struggles and honest with their doubts and honest with the questions that they've got. For me, 

what it means to follow Jesus, and what this whole discipleship journey is about is about finding 

God in the everyday. Everything we do is dead simple, and everything we do, we try to make 

it as normal as possible because we think that that's where you find God. I quickly realised that 

the key to pioneering is just to see what happens. Just to be available, to be prayerful, to be 

reflective, and to see what emerges. 

 

It's really easy to have big, grand ideas but we just found that never happened. It was always 

something unexpected. That's where the good stuff really happened. I was very careful at the 

start of the project not to allow myself in a sense to dream too much, but rather just to be 

attentive to what was just naturally and organically occurring. I suppose I did have a hope that 

we would be able to create an informal, creative, reflective space where people could explore 

who God is and what it means to follow Jesus in a way that was really non-threatening, and as 

I just said, very everyday. I suppose that was my desire. In terms of the high points and the 

successes of the project, I'm often asked to go to churches and give talks about what I do. The 

temptation is to give your best stories, like the best things that have happened over the four 

years.  
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Condense them down into a 15-minute talk and you look like a superstar, but really, I keep 

coming back to this, my real desire is to find God in the everyday. Although there has been 

some really amazing things that have happened, in one sense they're not the things that have 

interested me so much. It's the smaller things that have interested me. Really, for me, it's seeing 

people wrestling with what it means to follow God, just in the everyday, just with their kids 

and their marriages, at work. Seeing people really commit to that journey. That's the thing that 

really impresses me. Every year we go away for a retreat day and just reflect on what's 

happened over the year. One of the women who had come from quite a difficult background 

just said, she just wrote down, thank you for my new family. I just thought, wow. That is what 

it's all about. 

 

It's not spectacular. It could have just been unnoticed. It was just a little note in the bottom of 

this piece of paper, but I just thought, that makes it all worthwhile, that she really feels like this 

is her family. Another chap, an atheist, from a Jewish background, actually, but an atheist. He 

said to me, Tim, if I thought this was a church, I'd have never got involved in this. He said, this 

is a real journey for him. This is a journey that he's committed to, to try and figure out whether 

he even believes in God and who he thinks Jesus is. That just really blessed me because I 

thought, it's such a big barrier, isn't it? Crossing over that threshold into church, but he didn't 

see this as church. Even though all the elements of church were there, because it was just very, 

very relational, very simple, very everyday. He was able to engage with it and came to believe 

in God. Just people just wrestling with the idea of a loving God in their day-to-day life. That's 

the stuff that really keeps me going.  

 

In terms of the challenges and low points of pioneering, and this might sound strange because 

it is a huge privilege to be a full-time pioneer on a salary. That's amazing. I'm certainly not 

downplaying the privilege of that, but I find that being on a salary adds a certain pressure and 

a certain expectation, and that's not external. I have to say, the Methodist church has been 

fantastic, but it's just an expectation and a pressure that I put on myself where I think, am I 

doing enough? Am I justifying my wage? Is this group big enough? Are we seeing growth? 

That's something I've really struggled with.  

 

It's quite a lonely role. I spend half my time trying to convince people that this might be a 

journey they want to be a part of, and obviously, with that comes a lot of rejection. You can 

invest a huge amount of time and effort in someone’s life, and then they just disappear. That's 

happened lots and lots of times, and I literally don’t know where they've gone, and I never hear 

from them again, and that's really tough. There's a lot of rejection and a lot of trying to explain 

to Christians that are still committed to sort of traditional church that what I'm doing makes 

sense, still justifying what I'm doing, and that can be quite tiring. When you're struggling with 

your own doubts and stresses and strain and then actually, you have to try and justify what 

you're doing to someone else as well, that's quite challenging.  

 

It can be quite lonely, and just the weight of responsibility as well. We've got this group of 

people that are starting out on this journey and I just feel that tremendous sense of 

responsibility. In terms of what I've learnt, friendship was a big lesson. We started off doing 

events, and those events were successful. Lots of people turned up. Lots of people said they 

had a great time, but no real friendships came out of that. We've discovered time and time again 

that the real good stuff, the real transformation happens with really committed friendships. 

Now, we wouldn't do an event unless we were sure that it would lead onto significant 

friendships. We really had to open up our lives.  
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It's all very to talk about sharing your faith, but people have got to see your life. They've got to 

see what difference faith makes to your life. We really had to open up our lives to people. We 

took people away with us on holiday, when we went on holiday. Weekends away. Obviously, 

inviting people to join us down the allotment. Everything we did, we just opened it up and 

invited people to join us. The friendships that we formed became the core group of Garden 

City, and that's really where we saw a transformation. That's where we saw God work as we 

opened our lives up to other people. That was a huge blessing as well.  

 

Yes, I do enjoy it, but it's the toughest thing I've ever done, definitely. I think there's a sense of 

peace and a sense of contentment. I think they're probably words that I would use more than 

enjoy. There's enough moments of enjoyment to keep me going, but there's some real tough 

times, which I've already described. Some real emotional challenges, some real spiritual 

challenges, but I've found more and more that a sense of God’s presence and a sense of God’s 

peace often doesn't come out of certainty. It often doesn't come out with knowing where 

something’s going or knowing what the right answer is. It often comes out of the nitty-gritty 

and the struggles and the everyday craziness of life, and there's a lot of that in pioneering. I 

think I've been more aware of God’s presence and God’s peace than I ever have done before.  

  



24 

 

8.Rob Winn: 

I'm Rob. My project is here in Milton Keynes. I do lots of different things. One thing I do is, I 

run a sports group for people across the city. We play basketball, badminton, table tennis, 

Korfball, and ultimate frisbee every week. I also run what we call a volunteering collective. It's 

called LoveMK (Milton Keynes), a volunteering collective. If anyone has an idea, something 

they want to do for charity, for a good cause, then they can get in touch. We can work with 

them and help them to set that up. As part of that, we do a quiz night, charity quiz night every 

week at the Slug and Lettuce. We do a monthly Indian night where we all get together, have a 

big meal, and then 20% of everything we spend gets given to charity. We've done things like, 

we've done garden projects, we did an art project where we raised awareness for World Vision.  

 

We're going to do a litter-pick type of thing. All sorts of different events to do good things for 

charity. We've raised about £6,000 or £7,000 over the last couple of years doing some good 

work for some really good causes and bringing the community together as well. I also, I do lots 

of different bits and pieces. The other thing I do is, I help out with the chaplaincy team at the 

university. It's a campus of the University of Bedfordshire here in Milton Keynes. With that, 

we run a monthly lunch club where students and staff can get together, get to know one another. 

The chaplaincy team are there on hand to talk to students about whatever they want to talk 

about. I have a sort-of chaplaincy role with the YMCA. I go in every week for their lunch club 

and chat to people as well, and there's also a link between the work that I do there and the sports 

clubs.  

 

People who live in the YMCA get to come to the sports clubs for free, thanks to a grant that 

we got for that. We're doing all of these things which build community, bring people across the 

city together. We also have a group of people who are interested in exploring faith, and we 

meet every couple of weeks to go to the pub or go for a walk and when we're there, we chat 

about, well anything really. When I first moved to Milton Keynes, I realised that it takes people 

a long time to settle in Milton Keynes. There's a lot of new people moving to the area. I think 

it's, I can't remember if it's 11 people a day or 11 people a week, but it's the fastest-growing 

city in Europe. There's a lot of people moving in, a lot of young professionals, a lot in the 18-

35 age group. Because Milton Keynes is very unique in the way it's built, it's a planned city, 

people don’t quite know how to meet in the same way that they would in other cities. 

 

There isn't a regular bar where everyone congregates, and a lot of people are commuting into 

London for work. Building those networks is just a little bit different to in other cities. One of 

the first things I did when I came here was to try and meet some people. I joined a sports club. 

I joined Korfball first, which is a Dutch sport that's a bit like basketball, a bit like netball. That 

was good. I got to know a lot of people that way, and I thought, this is good, actually. I then 

started, I played some frisbee as well and met some people who did ultimate frisbee every 

week. I also started going down to the basketball courts outside where people would just gather. 

It was a place where people gathered and met each other, and I got to know a few of the guys 

there.  

 

While I was playing basketball every week, I found that there was another guy in the city who’d 

started a badminton club and he had the idea of making it into a club for the whole city with 

different sports, where people could get to know one another and have that community focus, 

that inclusion focus. I got into it with him, and we set the basketball up with the badminton to 

run every week. We advertised it on a website, and gradually, it just started to grow. For the 

first couple of weeks, we'd struggle to get 2-v-2 on basketball, and then it would be three on 
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three. Now, last week, I think we had 18 people down, three teams of six, which is a little too 

many, if anything. To that sports club, we then added the other sports as well.  

 

The Korfballers that I met when I first moved, they joined up with it. Same with the frisbee 

group. We've also started a table tennis group, which is going well. We meet at the Slug and 

Lettuce. We're thinking about expanding that now and doubling the number of tables, applying 

for a grant, so that we can really push that and make that a really big event for the city that lots 

of people want to come to. The reason why these things are important was just to bring people 

together. I repeatedly meet people who say, I've been living in Milton Keynes six months, a 

year, two years, even, and they just don’t know anyone. They know their colleagues and they 

know the people they work with in London, or the people from the cities where they've moved 

from, and they go home, and they visit them at weekends, but actually, it's really important to 

know people in the area that you live and build those friendship circles. 

 

That's why it's important. That was the sports group. The volunteering group, how that came 

about, I met a guy whilst volunteering to do—I forget what it was called, but it was a bit like a 

street pastors project. People came to look after people on the streets – a council-run project. 

In the run up to Christmas, you'd be there giving people bottles of water, helping them to 

medical attention, that sort of thing. I met a guy there who was experiencing the same thing 

about getting to know people in Milton Keynes, but also wanted to volunteer to give something 

back. Out of that, we came up with an idea to set up this volunteering group that I run. We put 

our heads together. We thought, let's kick start it with a quiz night. We can get a lot of people 

in, tell people about the vision of the project, and see where it goes from there. 

 

We did our first quiz night at the Slug and Lettuce. It was really good. We made a few hundred 

pounds and told everyone about it. We did that one-off, and then a month or two later, a contact 

with the university, he wanted to do a quiz night for his students. I was like, let's put this 

together and make it a charity thing. We started doing that once a week in the Slug and Lettuce. 

The quiz alone now has been going for a couple of years, and it's raised, I think, about £2,500, 

just by doing it every week. Again, the attendance has grown, and people get to know each 

other and it's feeling like a real community centre. When I first started the project when I moved 

to Milton Keynes, I had come from a background of leading alternative worship, informal 

worship, that sort of thing.  

 

It had been going quite well. I think I thought that I would do the same thing again and people 

would just come. When I moved to Milton Keynes, though, I was encouraged just to stop and 

just listen for however it long took, six months, a year, and see what the needs actually were. 

When I did that, actually, I realised that there were already lots of good churches doing lots of 

good things. There were some traditional churches, some charismatic churches, some fresh 

expressions of church, and they were doing a great thing already. It seemed foolish to try and 

recreate something else to offer to people when it was already being done well. Also, I was 

very aware that my—what I was asked to do was to work with unchurched young adults.  

 

I felt that if I started with creating a worship service, something that looked more like church, 

then actually, what that would attract would be hopefully, people who are looking for a church 

or people who have left a church, and people who perhaps were brought up in a church and 

want something similar, but not quite as traditional as what they were used to. To get people 

who are unchurched involved, to make relationships with them, needed a wholly different 

approach, one that started where they were. A community with getting people together, with 

getting people around their interests, rather than just setting up something that I'd done before 
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and hoping people would come to it. Some of the high points of pioneering. I wish I could 

share with you some of the individual stories that have happened, but I don’t feel like they're 

my stories to share. 

 

All that I can say is, the relationships that have been built, it's been a privilege to listen to some 

people’s stories, to share with them in their difficult situations, to help them and to listen to 

them, and to see them transform and change in the way that their lives are happening, 

sometimes quite remarkably and through very little credit to me, but I was just there to listen 

and have those relationships. You basically get to do whatever you enjoy doing but you get to 

do it as part of your work. For me, sometimes I tell people that I am a professional basketball 

player because I get paid to run a basketball club, but it is. It's such a privilege to be able to do 

what I would love to do anyway and to get paid for it, which then gives you the capacity to do 

so much more of what you would love to do. They would be the high points. 

 

The low points is all the waiting that you need to do as a pioneer. That year, or however long 

it takes, six months, two years, of just waiting to see what the project is going to turn into. For 

someone who’s quite active and wants to get things going, it's just some of the hardest months, 

and it feels very lonely, especially when—with my project, when I moved to Milton Keynes at 

the same time as I started the job, I literally knew nobody, and that's quite a lonely place to be 

in as a pioneer. That would be the low point. The other low point, I guess, or not a low point 

but the other thing that's difficult about being a pioneer is sometimes, you invest quite a lot of 

energy into a specific thing, whether it's a project that you think is going to run for years and 

years, and then suddenly, for no good reason it fizzles out.  

 

Or when you're really trying to promote something and get people to come alongside you, and 

then the enthusiasm is just not there, and you've got to go, okay, right. Drop that. What else 

can we do? Pick yourself up and try again and start something new. Always trying to recreate 

and try new things. That can get tiring. I guess one of the things that I've learnt while in this 

process of being and becoming a pioneer was through—when I first moved to Milton Keynes, 

I made the decision not to go to a church straight away. I'd always been to a church my entire 

life. What it made me realise was, it seems silly looking back, but just how much in that church 

bubble I was without even realising it, and how actually, by removing myself for a period of 

time, it changed my language, the way I spoke about my faith, the way I understood God as 

well. 

 

It really made me reevaluate the way that I related to the church and to Christianity. I still 

struggle with church. I still struggle going back to church on a Sunday because it seems so 

different to my day-to-day life. I think that's been a real learning curve and something that's 

incredibly useful for my work because now, instead of seeing things the way the church sees 

them, I see things both the way the church sees them and the way that the world sees them, if 

that makes sense. What I really like about doing sport in the community is the way that sport 

facilitates people coming together in a way that other things don’t quite so easily. For example, 

our table tennis group, the other week there were eight people down. Of those eight people, we 

had six different nationalities represented. 

 

Not everyone could speak English as their first language, but that didn't matter because you 

could talk for a little bit, and then play some table tennis and carry on. There was also a time 

when I first started playing basketball down at Dan’s bar and I was playing with some Nepalese 

guys. I was getting to know them, and I asked them their name. They told me they'd been living 

in the UK for two years, and I was the first person who had bothered to find out how to 



27 

 

pronounce their names, which I think is amazing, actually. There's people who have come along 

from the YMCA who have all journeyed in different ways, but in each case, and not just people 

from the YMCA, the playing of sport, it helps you to build confidence, to make friends outside 

of your normal social circles. It helps you to be fit and give you a better state of mind. 

 

All of those byproducts of playing sport have been fantastic. They're really good new stories. 

Stories of transformation. I think I'm making a really big impact in the community, actually. 

Just through anecdotal evidence, where people who have been in Milton Keynes a lot longer 

than I have, they say, I used to just have no friends. I used to have nothing to do here, and now 

I've got a circle of friends. I'm out every night. I'm enjoying life. I think when people are saying 

that they didn't used to enjoy life but now they do, that's a massive difference. People who have 

been in the YMCA, the YMCA have been working with them, to have played a small part on 

their journey. That has been great. There's people who have come from the YMCA and since 

playing sports and getting involved in some of the things we've done and giving back through 

the volunteering.  

 

They've gone on to get jobs, to get stable relationships, and all of those things. To have been 

able to play a small part in that has just been great. Yeah, I think I'm making a difference in the 

community. I think it's good. Do I enjoy pioneer ministry? It's both. I think with any job, it's 

both. It's not quite a job in the traditional sense. It's more of a role or whatever. There's things 

that I love about it. Things like the way that I can just do what I enjoy doing and get paid for 

it. It's such a privileged position. There's also bits that I wish I didn't have to do, like sometimes 

I wish I was in an ordinary office job 9 till 5, and at 5 o’clock I can turn the computer off and 

go home. I know people work until 7:00, 8:00pm, but to have a cutoff point where you can 

leave the office and then the phone is turned off, the email is turned off and you don’t have to 

think about that until the next day, sometimes I wish I could do a job more like that. Overall, 

yeah. It's such a privilege. It's so good to be able to do what I do. 
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9. Bart Woodhouse: 

My name is Bart Woodhouse and we're based in Dartford in North Kent, and I lead the Beacon 

Church. We came here in 2008, and obviously, we were a response to a new housing project 

and that's one of the reasons why we came here. I think when we started, our initial dream was 

really just to have a real community impact and also to begin to grow a church here and to 

gather people who wanted to find out more as well. At the moment in the project, we've got 

some really good things happening. We've seen the church grow quite quickly over the past 

two years. Now we're gathering about 50 people on a Sunday. Considering we started with six, 

that's been really encouraging. We're seeking to grow our vision, really, and our presence in 

the community. We've had a long-term goal, really, to have a community coffee shop, a church 

community coffee shop on site. 

 

We think we're probably going to get there very soon. That's a really exciting part of the project 

at the moment, making that happen. We're weeks away from signing a lease and launching that 

as a physical presence, really, on site for us as a church. We're able to grow some of the things 

that we're already doing and take some things in a new direction, but I think having that physical 

space is going to be quite a significant thing for us. We've done a number of things once we've 

been in this context of new housing. I think when we arrived, the biggest thing was recognising 

that there was no sense of identity in the community. Lots of people have come from other 

areas in other parts of Dartford, particularly southeast London, and moving to the area. There 

was no real community identity. 

 

One of our roles was, I think, very early on was to help The Bridge take on some kind of 

community identity, beyond the branding that obviously Taylor Wimpey and the house builders 

provide, but that the community actually had an identity. We started lots of different little things 

from BBQs in our garden to BBQs in the public spaces on site. We launched what was a new 

thing at the time, which was the Big Lunch, which was an Eden Project initiative, and we 

launched that in 2009. Every year since, we've run it. We started with 40 people turning up 

from the housing in 2009, and this year we've had about 400, 450 members of the community 

coming to it. It's a time to celebrate the diversity in the community, different cultures, different 

backgrounds, and everybody comes together and has a lot of fun. That's been a real success for 

us, to see that grow. It has helped the community gel together.  

 

I think the biggest challenge that we faced in doing the work here has been taking conversations 

beyond the superficial, how are you? It's great, the stuff you're doing, the community stuff. But 

taking the conversation in more of a faith direction. That's always been a challenge and 

continues to be a challenge. Some of the other challenges that we've come across is just the 

long slog of doing this. We're gathering 50 now. We started with six. In many ways, that sounds 

like a really positive thing, and it is, and we're very grateful for that. But it's been a long time 

to get there, and that's one of the things that's been a challenge, is just how long it takes to do 

this kind of community work and to begin to engage people enough and people to develop 

enough trust with you that they can take conversations to a deeper level and begin to explore 

issues around faith. That has been one of our major challenges.  

 

Some of the other things that I think have been a challenge to us, in some ways at least, are 

feelings of isolation as well because when you're engaged in this kind of work, you do very 

often find yourselves on the edge of larger church structures because you don’t fit in with what 

already exists very easily. Unfortunately, and I can understand why, but church structures 

generally flow down the easiest route and if you're outside of that, then it's more difficult for 

you to network and engage properly with existing church structures. It has been a little bit, a 
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sense of being on the outside, a bit isolated and on our own. We've just had some positives in 

the sense that we've been able to just get on with it and not get caught up with some of the 

broader church politics and questions and stuff. Sometimes the feeling of isolation has been 

very acute at times.  

 

Some of our learning that we've drawn from our experience here has been around both the need 

for community engagement, the need for real, honest questions and conversation in the 

community, and also just the sheer length of time that it takes to gain the level of trust and 

place within the community that allows you to take conversations and take things in a more 

meaningful direction. Other things that we've learnt as well, I think when I was doing my 

degree and then onto doing my further research and studies, there was a real, I think, pull away 

from what I would call old-fashioned evangelism, really. I think we've learnt the hard way that 

we need to have a real confidence in proclaiming the gospel, a real confidence in what we 

believe, rather than just shying away from that and trying to dilute it all the time to make it 

more palatable, that actually, people that we've engaged with are hungry to discover something 

that's true and real for you, and if you can constantly water it down and make it more palatable, 

that it becomes less real for everybody. 

 

I think we've discovered that we need to continue with a sense of confidence in what we believe 

and why we believe it. Being a pioneer has some real positives around it, and also some more 

challenging areas as well. One of the real positives about being a pioneer is the fact that we've 

been given permission to go out and explore what it means to be church in these new settings 

and these new contexts. That's a real gift, which I'm incredibly grateful for. Being a pioneer 

gives you just free hands and a real openness to try things and experiment with things. That's 

been a real blessing to us. Being a pioneer also brings with it the challenges of trying to forge 

a path. Sometimes when there's nothing that's gone before you, you're cutting something new 

out all the time, which can get quite tiring, and you're always thinking on your feet and you're 

always having to muddle things a little bit and find your way through. Sometimes you feel like 

you're reinventing the wheel sometimes and trying things.  

 

Being a pioneer is a real privilege and certainly, the work that I've been able to engage in, 

there's no other way that we'd have been able to do what we're doing, I think, without having 

that freedom of being a pioneer. Some of the key developments, or the things that have unfolded 

in our work here, have been around creating a greater sense of community identity and 

cementing the role of the church within that broader sense of community identity. The church 

has a place and a function that the community can make sense of. We're not somebody who 

parachutes in from outside and starts just doing stuff, but we are very firmly part of the 

community. We're seen not as an add-on or somebody who wants to come in, infiltrate the 

community, but we are part of the heartbeat, part of the life of what's going on here, and valued 

for that. 

 

I think some of the broader stuff that's been around us as well, starting our Sunday morning 

stuff. When we began our work here, if you'd have asked us if we'd have been doing our Sunday 

morning service, we'd probably have said no because all our thinking and energy was around 

doing things very differently and exploring new ways of being church and trying to forge 

patterns of church that might fit better with people in the community. As we engaged in 

conversation with people who were completely unchurched and had no background in church 

at all, but they still had a very strong residual memory, a cultural memory of what church was, 

they were expecting us to do something on a Sunday. In conversations, when you talked about 
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these weird or different things that we were doing, different days and different evenings, it 

didn't really make sense to them, and they were looking for us to do something on Sunday. 

 

Once we launched the Sunday thing, which is very informal café stuff, very happy-clappy out 

there and experimental in some ways with things that we do, but it still happens on a Sunday 

morning. People find that easy to engage with. They understand that you're a church. You do 

things on a Sunday. If I want to access what you're doing, I know where you are, and I know 

what time you're doing it. We found that stepping actually back into that pattern of doing things 

has worked really, really well for us. There's three stories that come to mind when I think about 

the work that we've been doing. One of them is around our community work. When we did the 

Big Lunch and we brought the community together, it has a really old-fashioned feel about it, 

almost, like a village fete or whatever. 

 

We had a number of people who've come to us at the end and have said to us, thank you so 

much for doing this because it feels like something that I did when I was a kid with my parents. 

Getting the community together behind this. People have really said that it's something that 

they've been hungry for, and somehow in meeting together like that, they've discovered or 

found something that they thought had been lost. Lots of stories around that, and people really 

valuing and benefiting from coming together as a community. We're getting lots of things from 

what we've been doing, but particularly Big Lunch. We've also had some of our other stuff that 

we've been doing. People have genuinely found faith for the first time in lots of weird and 

strange ways. 

 

One guy, who started making contact with us. He would often say to us that ‘My religion is 

Tottenham Hotspurs. That's who I follow, that’s what I do’. But after engaging with him for 

some time, and one conversation that we had particularly, he said if I see a purple banana one 

day, then I'll believe. That was his challenge, he said. The next day, he saw a purple banana 

and he really felt God say to him really powerfully, see? I am real. It was a profound experience 

for him, and he was suddenly, woken up to the fact that there’s something out there and it 

wasn't just the fact that he saw a purple banana although that was very weird. It was this fact 

that he actually heard God speak to him for the first time in his life. He went on from strength 

to strength and had a passionate faith and has now gone on to being in ministry himself with 

his wife in Dorset. 

 

We had the pleasure of getting him now to his girlfriend, now wife, and we did the 

Thanksgiving for both their children as well. It was great to see him engage and to have that 

encounter with God through some of the stuff that we've been doing.  

 

I really enjoy what we're doing here. For me, particularly, it's a real privilege. I recognise when 

I get together with other church leaders and have been really involved in Methodist church or 

the Anglican church, or any church for that matter, you learn quickly that they have quite a lot 

of pulls on their time and responsibilities which will often not give them the freedom or the 

space to explore perhaps the kind of mission or evangelism or different things that they want 

to be involved with. But being a pioneer, you have that space. You have that time both to 

explore prayerfully, both to experiment. If things don’t work, then you have the freedom to 

move on and try again. It's a real privilege and I do enjoy doing it, and I wouldn't be doing 

anything else. 
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10. Lou Davis: 

I'm Lou. I live in Edinburgh and work for the Methodist church here and I've got this really 

exciting life, job, who knows what, whatever it is, that involves doing a whole lot of creative 

things with really interesting, creative people. I feel very lucky and very privileged to be here. 

I'm setting up something called the Dream Factory, which is helping people into small 

businesses in things that they're really passionate about and things that they love doing. Every 

day feels like a privilege to be able to do that and be in that place. When I first arrived, I didn't 

really know what I was going to do. I'd been doing some kind of pioneering beforehand, and I 

didn't want to just jump in and go, I know what I'm doing, and replicate the whole thing. I spent 

quite a lot of time just getting to know the people walking through the streets of the city, trying 

to listen to God and see where he was leading and he was directing. 

 

The Dream Factory, the aim of it is about not necessarily creating little Alan Sugars and the 

best business people in the world, but it's about creating whole people and whole communities, 

so that people are supported in the things that they're doing. Generally, Edinburgh becomes a 

more interesting place because people are enabled to do the quirky, creative, cool things that 

they're really passionate about and really interested in, and it's about helping people to health 

and wholeness and having fun, creativity, and making friends that actually are there for one 

another, really, throughout everything. On a practical day-to-day, it means giving people lifts 

to IKEA to buy shelves. It means taking people to hospital appointments. It means just being 

there to talk to somebody. I spend a lot of time in coffee shops having cake with people.  

 

It involves networking and finding out where different opportunities are, so that you can point 

people in the direction of the services that they need to do particular things. What we've found 

with the Dream Factory is that we're working with a number of people who've got really 

difficult situations in life for one reason or another. Work worked with somebody through a 

situation of homelessness and worked with them as they've found themselves a flat and got 

themselves settled. We've worked with people through really difficult family situations, and 

we've been able to support them in the things that they're going through in dealing with the 

benefit system, in taking people to hospitals and actually seeing a general improvement in 

people’s mental health and in people’s lives through the presence, through the friendships that 

we've built up, and through their feeling more capable and more sure of themselves and more 

able to express themselves creatively as well. 

 

We're working with a number of people who've got dreams and passions in things that are all 

creative, but all in very different ways. Working one-to-one with people who are doing some 

very different but interesting stuff. We have an artist who is artist in residence here where we're 

based. She's taken over a small studio and she's developing her techniques. She's working with 

new media and she's just getting back into an art practice after a long gap. We're able to provide 

her with some space to do that and be able to encourage her without putting any pressure on 

her that she needs to be the next Michelangelo or anything like that. She just needs some time 

and space to experiment, so we're able to do that for her. One of our projects is called Heat 

Hack, and it's a community project where we are building sensor networks to monitor 

temperature and humidity in church and community buildings around Edinburgh and beyond 

as well. Actually, we're cutting out further into Scotland to do that. 

 

We've got a little team of volunteer engineers who are putting together the hardware and 

software to make little, tiny sensors that we put in different church buildings. There's one in 

here. We monitor the temperature with the aim of collecting enough data to help churches to 
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reduce their heating bills and to make their heating systems more efficient, which is really 

necessary, especially in winter in Edinburgh.  

 

Edinburgh’s got this Festival, which is great fun. The city’s full of life. For the first year that I 

was here, I really wanted to do something for the Festival. Basically, all I did was open a room 

and invite people to come and bring any extra craft materials that they had and make stuff with 

them. Well I wasn't really quite expecting the result, I filled a room full of fabric and wool and 

paper and just all sorts of stuff, and then we had people coming in throughout the month that 

the Festival was on, just dropping in.  

 

One family liked it so much that they came every day for a week and just, here's some ideas 

for things that you can make, and we made a communal rag rug together by cutting up strips 

of fabric and weaving them into a hessian base, and people knitted things and we made stuffed 

toys, and we made sock monkeys. We had a great time for a few weeks. The very first person 

to come through the door was a lady called Jean, and she and I became really good friends. She 

came because she was really interested in rag-rugging, so we sat and made a rag rug for quite 

a while. She then later came to me with the idea for a new project and said would I be willing 

to work with her on it? It turned out that this is Heat Hack, our engineering project.  

 

I would never have guessed that randomly opening a room and asking people to bring craft 

materials in would have led me two years down the line to be learning soldering and how to do 

engineering from retired engineers and getting involved with the maker movement in 

Edinburgh. I would never have imagined that from where we started out. It's just an example 

of part of the pioneering process, that you never quite know what you're going to end up with 

when you start something. Coming at it from two different points of view, there are people who 

seem really stuck in a career that they're not happy with, that is bringing them stress. Then on 

the other hand, there's a whole load of people who are really struggling with life for one reason 

or another, either with homelessness or mental health difficulties, or a host of different 

problems who feel trapped by that situation, and both need support to move on from that. 

 

It seems like the Dream Factory is an idea for creating community where we help one another 

to get through those situations and those times and do something more positive and wholesome 

and fulfilling for everyone involved.  

 

There are always barriers and challenges, and sometimes it's really hard. Sometimes everything 

feels really tenuous and everything feels really fragile, and it feels like it could all fall apart at 

any moment and living with that is a real struggle, living with the tension of not just a project 

but actually, people’s lives being really on the edge. When I think back over the things that 

we've done over the past few years, there are some things that have made me feel really proud, 

and it's seeing other people succeed in things. When we did the launch for Hope’s Garden, 

which is the aromatherapy business, to see Angela stand up and talk about what she was 

passionate about and what she so loved doing, and the anticipation and the excitement of 

actually finally being able to do it and for that to be her life from now on, I think that has to be 

one of the high moments, is being witness to that.  

 

I think I've really changed in the few years that I've been doing this, and that's been as a result 

of the people that I've been working with who've helped me grow and I've learnt so much from 

them. My own spirituality, my own faith, has developed as well in completely unexpected 

ways. I've loved being encouraged to work on my own creative practices as well. I paint, I 

make art, and I've started writing and performing poetry as well. To feel the encouragement 



33 

 

and warmth of a community supporting me in that has been absolutely wonderful. The job I've 

got, if people ask me to describe it, I say I'm a pioneer minister. I think there's something really 

powerful in it. It's the idea of seeing opportunities in new places.  

 

The actual traveling as well, to be able to walk and see and learn from a new place, that has 

been quite incredible. There's always a tension in this pioneering thing, whatever you want to 

call it, between your real excitement about the possibilities and the things that you're actually 

doing, and the smallness of it and the worry that you might not be doing it right, you might not 

be doing it well enough. You look around at what other people are doing and you think, oh, 

everybody else is doing this so much better than I am. Actually, it's been great to be a part of 

another community of pioneers who can say, yes, actually, we all feel like that. As you go on, 

there are successes and failures. It's great to be able to celebrate the successes, but it's also good 

to recognise that the things that haven't worked so well are still valuable and still relevant and 

you can learn a lot from them.  

 

I think in the two or three years past, that's been like a cycle that I've been on, from things that 

have been going really well to times that have felt really difficult, really hard times to get 

through. Then actually making it through that to something that feels more positive again, it's 

been really helpful to have really good support during that time because I think it's something 

that I may have completely fallen apart in the middle of this process if I hadn’t had good people 

around me looking after me. I absolutely love working with the people that I'm working with. 

It's so good to see things change for people. Yes, it can be really hard and there can be a lot of 

stresses and a lot of responsibility on you as well, and a lot of responsibility for people wanting 

to see positive change and to see specific outcomes, but on the whole, yeah, I love it.  
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11. Dave Saunders: 

My name’s Dave Saunders and I'm involved in the project in Inverness, in the highlands of 

Scotland. This is the place we're in right now. It's called Breathe. It's a little chapel. Quiet space 

and garden. That's the project I'm currently running with new plans for expansion. We're doing 

woodworking, things like that. The project started about two, three years ago. We got given 

this opportunity to take on this really quiet, small glorified brick shed that would have been 

burnt down before and left derelict. There was a bit of land in front of it. There was just a 

rubbish dump. Somebody said, do you want to do something with this building? It was really 

not what I wanted to do. It was the worst thing possible. I just did not want anything to do with 

taking on any kind of buildings or anything like that. 

 

I really wanted to be free in the community as much as I possibly could, but then realised 

actually that having a space or a place or a sense of place is actually really valuable. I ended up 

on my own in the dead of winter in Scotland, freezing cold, with no electricity, sanding the 

walls down of this little brick building, and just seeing where it went. I really didn't have any 

glorified, massive strategy or plan. Well in fact, I did, I did have a strategy. When somebody 

said, do you want this place? I went home and prayed about it and really felt, this might be the 

right thing to do, and then sat on my laptop and typed up this strategy plan. I'll get these guys 

to do this, and I'll do a BBQ every term. I had all these things. Then came down once and I 

really felt like—I printed it out and I scrunched it up, chucked it away I said, no, no.  

 

What I'm going to do, just come down and just be. Just see what happens. And that's what I 

did. Painted and slowly, people got wind of what was going on in the community. This space 

appearing out of nowhere, rising from the ashes. I remember lighting on a scaffolding board a 

candle that I'd found, I think it was in the actual ground. I found a candle and an old cork. I 

stuck it in the cork and lit the candle and prayed and realised that that probably would have 

been the first flame lit since before it had been burnt down. My prayer was that this flame 

would represent a new kind of flame that was here and that it would become a place of peace, 

become a place where people can find a refuge and a place where people can breathe. So that's 

when the project came about.  

 

It just came about by some nutter in the dead of winter, sanding a few walls down and seeing 

what happens. When we started this project or this space, I was determined that this wouldn't 

be a self-serving place. It wouldn’t just be for the church’s nice venue, that it would be a gift 

to the community. It would be for them to use whenever they need it. The project itself, the 

actual space, the actual building and the garden became the project, actually planting the plants 

and putting the electrics in. That was what created this sort of community of people that came 

in and helped us out when we needed a cross put on the wall or painted walls or whatever. That 

teetered down as we started to complete projects, and I realised that actually, it's in the making 

of something that something special happens, like a community forms in the coming together 

to create something.  

 

Once we had come nearly to completing the chapel and the garden, what then? What do we do 

then? Since then, I've realised that there could be a good balance between prayer and silence 

and reflection and meditation and all that, and activity and making and creating. What's 

happening down here now is, you've got the prayer and the reflection and the conversation, and 

there's somebody to listen to you when you need that. But also, we're pushing for the idea of a 

space to create and do woodworking. Part of my other passions is to do woodwork. I've 

naturally just been down here doing woodworking, building things and carving. Just being me, 
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so others have got a little bit inspired by that and have gone on to be incredible woodworkers 

themselves. We want to create the space for that.  

 

People that are using this space at the moment are mostly people recovering from some kind 

of addiction or in a situation of homelessness. I purposely haven't advertised this place. I've 

avoided newspapers. I've avoided putting adverts in newsletters and things that involve putting 

posters up to try and people about this. I wanted this place to be discovered, to slowly be 

discovered, and for word of mouth to get out. That's how it's happened. People are starting to 

hear about it, and the results are, I believe is that the community around it has started to own it 

and feel proud about it. The effects of it being here, on individuals, is massively. One guy came 

down here, he comes down here regularly, and he says he would be in prison if it wasn't for 

this place because it's given the space to deal with his passions and emotions, and to find an 

escape, which is what it's supposed to be about. 

 

There's other examples of me just being down here, just being available, just opening the space, 

just to be available and sitting in here and somebody walks in and I say hello. That's all I have 

to say. I just sit there and listen. One guy came in and he just cried his eyes out. He just kept 

on saying, there's something different about this space. There's something here that I can't 

describe. Once he finished describing it, all I said was, do you think that might be God? He 

went, yeah. I think that's God. That was it. All I said was hello. It was just the fact that this was 

available, and he came in, he found refuge, and he found a home.  

 

The other day, it was just the smallest, simplest of things, but it was this guy that had come in 

a couple of weeks ago. He just loved the space. He had recovered from an addiction himself, 

and he knows that this place is serving that need to quite a few people. He really identified with 

what we were doing, and he just came in and just wanted to help. He took on the garden as his 

project. He's become the gardener. A real high point for me was sitting there and him just 

loving being in the garden and weeding. It's sad, but he nearly drew me to tears because my 

aim is to not have this project all about me, all about Dave constantly being available. I want 

to start giving it away and giving responsibilities away. I suppose I'm doing myself out of a 

job, really, and that was a glimpse—I know it sounds, it might sound silly, but it was a just 

glimpse of a really lovely moment of this guy gardening and giving his time and believing in 

what we were doing. 

 

One of the greatest parts of this job is also one of the hardest parts of this job. Our management, 

VentureFX, they said, go into the community and see God, pray, and see what happens, and 

see whether you can form some kind of community. That's amazing - what an amazing job! 

What right do I have to moan about that kind of job? It's an amazing job. Lovely. But it comes 

with, I've learnt, anyway, it comes with its massive anxieties. You never know whether you've 

really done the job or doing the job. You're not quite sure whether you're achieving what it is 

that somebody’s asked you to achieve. The management, they're really encouraging. They're 

lovely, and every time they meet with me and say, you're doing a great job. Don’t worry.  

 

That's great, but then you're left alone again, and you start to have those doubts as to whether 

or not you're making any kind of impact on anything, and you're wasting huge amounts of 

money that could be spent elsewhere. I'm sure there's plenty of church buildings that need 

redone, and yet, they're spending money on a numpty like me to come and do something here. 

You have all sorts of pressures in your mind. You start thinking about, what if I'm wasting 

everyone’s time? That's one of my own personal struggles with this job. Like I said, the flipside 

of that is the immense freedom, and I wouldn't want it any other way. I've learnt that sense of 
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achievement and purpose is major for people, especially people who perhaps don’t have a job. 

Helping them to find a reason to wake up in the morning is massive. I've learnt this can be a 

heartbreaking job, but also a really fulfilling job.  

 

When somebody comes in and you've given them a couple of tools to do woodcarving, and 

then they come back and carve you something as a gift, that's far better than you would have 

ever imagined. That's pretty cool. Pioneers by nature, from my experience, get itchy feet very 

quickly. Once something has become established, they start something new and then it becomes 

established and it's grounded in a strategy and it has a vision, and it has a future. I think I get 

itchy feet at that point. I'm not wanting to leave and let it flop. That would be the last thing, but 

I start to think of new ideas and where else to go and what to do. Being a pioneer is like itchy 

feet. I enjoy it. Yeah, I love it. I complain about it, but I love it. It's such a great job, working 

with people. I'm happiest when I've found contentment in a situation or in a moment.  

 

I've really come to value contentment. Being content with who I am, who God is, my situation, 

my job, finding contentment. I don’t believe that this chapel now is any different from when it 

was a smoker’s den. It's still bricks and mortar, a bit of wood. I don’t particularly think the 

concrete blocks have become holy concrete blocks. I don’t think it's any different from the 

kebab shop down the road, but what I think is different is that this place offers a place for sacred 

moments. I believe in sacred moments, and they have happened here. People have experienced 

something of God or a higher power, or something of Christ here. This place offers a refuge 

and a place to breathe, hence the name Breathe, from the fast-paced, crazy world we live in.  
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12. Simon Sutcliffe: 

My name’s Simon Sutcliffe. I'm a Methodist pioneer minister, VentureFX pioneer minister. 

You are in Kidsgrove. This is Kidsgrove, which is right on the border between North 

Staffordshire and South Cheshire. This is the Galley Community Centre in Kidsgrove where 

it's the base of operations for Immerse, which is the Christian community that's emerged over 

the last two years. What we do now is that we run a community centre here and all the things 

that you'd expect in a community centre. We have different user groups. We've got judo, 

Weight Watchers. We have a special group, or a group that works with adults with special 

needs and learning difficulties. We have one-off things. People use it for hiring for birthday 

parties. Last week, we had this great fun day. It was the first time we've ever tried anything like 

that, and it meant we had bouncy castles and dance displays, judo displays, volleyball, coffee 

bars, everything. It was a great time. We do all sorts of different things there.  

 

Then we try our best to work with local councils and councillors and other local agencies. At 

the moment, we're busy helping them set up a resident’s association up on the estate here that 

we're based on, and we've got other projects in the offing. One of the other pieces of work that 

we're looking to start in September is to do some work with, it's a house for women who have 

experienced domestic abuse, and often when these young families or women arrive here, they 

arrive with nothing. They've just arrived with the clothes that they're wearing. We're just 

looking at helping to do some starter packs, so that when they arrive, they've got some things 

ready for them, or the things that they might need to get by in the first couple of days. 

 

We're going to start a youth project, which is probably one of the biggest things that we've 

started. We've just got the funding for that now. We spend time working with agencies, running 

groups, organising groups. The other things that we've got here are, we run a pop-up coffee bar 

here. Coffee features a lot with Immerse. We run a stay and play, which is a parent-toddler, 

adult-toddler group on a Friday. We started both of them at Easter time, and stay and play in 

particular has been really successful, done some really good work. We spend a lot of time doing 

lots of different things, but our aim really is to, there's a housing estate, an ex-miners’ estate 

that we're based on, and we're right on the edge of it here, where the community centre is. Our 

aim is to try and make the world just a little bit better, really. Make the estate a little bit better 

and offer any services and any work that people want to use us for.  

 

So, we're both coming up with ideas and at the same time, we respond to other people’s ideas 

about what they think’s best for the community. I guess my dream at the beginning was this 

trendy, nightclub kind of vicar-type person which lasted all of about six months before it really 

didn't quite work out. I expected to be doing lots of stuff with arts and all those sorts of things, 

and I don't know why I expected that. Maybe it was a phase I was going through. I don't know. 

Then, when we moved here, we still did some stuff with arts and we tried to play around with 

arts, but actually, what's going on in the area, it just isn't that kind of place, really. We had to 

adapt quickly, and then when we left the church—we were given this church building which 

literally fell apart around us, the whole thing just started dismantling. When we left the church 

building and we came up here full-time, it became really obvious that our role then was to be 

working on the estate, to be a resource to the community, to be working with other agencies 

and councils and local politicians and all that sort of stuff. The dream has kind of shifted. It's 

very fluid, really. We've had to adapt, or I've had to adapt in the early days, and then we as a 

team have had to adapt quickly to the circumstances that we find ourselves in. We call ourselves 

Immerse because there are three things we want to be immersed in. One is that we want to be 

immersed in an experience of God. That means our worship. We want to be loud. We want to 

be experiential. We want to be emotive. We want to feel something.  
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We want to be immersed in the narrative of God, and by that, we mean we want to be immersed 

in the Bible, in scripture, but also, we want to be immersed in theologians, people who have 

talked about God in the past, in church history. All the stuff that makes a part of our Christian 

narrative. We want to be immersed in community, and that's got two parts. One is that we want 

to be community together with each other. The other is that we want to be community—we 

don’t just want to be passers-by in Kidsgrove. We want to be really part of the fabric of 

Kidsgrove. I guess Immerse, our name, is part of our vision, really, about who we are now. I 

guess some of the high points, some of our best successes are, it's difficult to say. There have 

been real highs where something’s worked. 

 

For instance, I can remember the Philippine disaster when there was a hurricane that hit in the 

Philippines. People were sending aid out all the time, and we were looking at this and we 

realised that a lot of Filipino travelers send back boxes back home, and they're called 

balikbayan boxes. They send them back home, and there's a whole industry around balikbayan 

and containers that send these things back to the Philippines. We decided that we would do a 

balikbayan box thing, and we just put it out to the community. We put it out on Facebook, on 

the Internet, phoned a few friends up. This is when we were down at the church. Over about 

four days, we got tons and tons of stuff. Everybody was turning up with all this stuff. Then we 

got in touch with a company, and they agreed to freight it out to the Philippines for free, and 

we saw all those sorts of things that had happened. 

 

That was really good, we loved that. We did this arts thing, an arts display installation down at 

the church when we were there. It was all around Christmas. What we did, we used all the old 

stuff out of the old church and turned it into the nativity scene. We did all sorts of things like 

that, and that was really successful, and a lot of people came to that. I guess our most recent 

success was last week when we had the fun day, when so many people—it's the biggest thing 

we've ever tried to do. We weren't quite sure what our relationship was with the community. 

We know we do a lot of work with them. We know we help them. We know we try and do 

work with them. But we didn't know how people would respond to us. Luckily, the weather 

was good, but people just turned up in their droves. They just turned up. 

 

Some of the lowest points, some of the more difficult times, have been around sometimes when 

people haven't caught the vision for the group and that's both been within and sometimes people 

have felt that Immerse wasn't for them, so they've moved on. It's been difficult. I've been 

pioneering for five years now but Immerse is only about three years old. There was two years 

building up to it. Immerse is three years old now. I think we're still trying to work out what our 

identity is. We're still figuring out who we are, and it becomes difficult for us to try and explain 

ourselves to other people. We don’t think we're a church, so we don’t call ourselves a church. 

We call ourselves a Christian community, but other people don’t really know what that means.  

 

I think I've had to learn personally about relying a lot more on myself for my own spirituality 

and my own worth. Not depending on everybody else to do my religion for me, to do my faith 

for me, but to have to do that. I think then the community has had to learn that. We're not the 

kind of community where you'll have a pastoral visit once a month or those sorts of things. 

Actually, if you're in need of help or you need to have a chat, then you've got to be grown up 

enough just to say, actually, could I talk to you for a bit? Then people will rally around, but it's 

not going to be that kind of—it's a grownup Christianity, I would hope, that we're looking for. 

I guess there's been lots of practical things that we've had to learn. Filling out funding bids, 

learning how to run a community centre, learning how to work, the right things to say to the 

right people all the time.  
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I used to say last year, my life feels like an episode with Alan Sugar. I feel as if I'm the 

Apprentice and if I don’t come back with £3,000 out of the meeting, then I've failed, that kind 

of day. I've had to learn to do a lot of those things as well. I guess the other thing that we've 

had to learn together as a community is about resilience. When things haven't worked or when 

we've lost out on something or when times have been difficult, so we've not been able to 

work—it was very difficult, for instance, when we were leaving the church to come here. We 

didn't actually make the decision to leave the church in many ways. The church was falling 

around about us, but we didn't know what to do at that time. We felt a bit lost in that kind of 

space. Just learning to dig your heels in and say, do you know what we're going to see this out, 

and we'll see it out together. 

 

In some ways, what's happening in this last six months is probably the best six months we've 

had, really, as a community together, but it's taken a lot of pain to get here, hard work to get to 

this stage, I guess. Resilience, that would be another thing that we've learnt. For me, being a 

pioneer has been, the last five years has been one of the most liberating five years. It's been the 

hardest. I've worked harder this five years than I think I've worked ever, and I've loved it. I 

guess there's two ways I could talk about it. One is about my call as an ordained person. I felt 

called to the church. I felt called to presbyterial ministry, to ordination in the Methodist church. 

It became clear in my first time in circuit ministry, and I could never work out whether or not 

I was trying to be the church in the world, or to bring the world into the church, so that the 

church could see the world in a particular way. 

 

I tried that, and it never really worked. I always felt that I was trying to convince churches to 

do things, to do mission to be part of the world, but they were struggling to catch that vision. I 

couldn't work out whether it was just me who was really bad at selling the vision, or whether 

it was the church who just couldn't get it or didn't want to get it. I still don’t know what the 

answer is to that. There was that - Martyn Atkins calls it divine disquiet - there was that going 

on in the early days. Often, I'd go to church, I'd lead a service, a worship service, and I'd have 

my dog collar on. Then I'd go in the car on a Sunday night, and I'd wind down the windows, 

take my dog collar out, and I'd put the radio full blast and drive back home.  

 

I always wondered why I had to be different in order to fit in the church. In the last five years 

in particular, with all the guys with Immerse, with the people here, this is the first time I've felt 

that I am both a Methodist minister and truly myself. I feel as if I've got a real integrity now in 

a way that I didn't have in my ministry before. How long you can carry that on, who knows? 

Maybe you get to a certain age and maybe I don’t want this, or other things will happen in my 

life’s time. But for now, I feel that this is the most fulfilled that I've ever been, and it's the most 

whole, I guess. I feel the most whole that I've ever been as a pioneer. I feel as if I'm doing 

exactly what I should be doing, the way I should be doing it, and the way that—I guess that's 

the right word. There's a cohesiveness to my call in a way that there wasn't in the past.  

 

I guess why the project’s important and why VentureFX is important, and pioneering in 

general, I'm passionate about pioneering in general in all its different manifestations, all its 

different forms. I'm passionate about that because I love the church, and I think the church can 

be better. I hope the church can be better than it sometimes is. I don’t think the church can 

remain static. We talk about mixed economies and that kind of language, but the church, I 

think, has to change and will change quite dramatically. I think that's going to be forced on us 

anyway because our resource base is shrinking so fast, both in human resource and physical 

and financial resource. Those resources are draining fast. We're going to have no choice but to 

change. The question is, what are we going to change into?  
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I don't know what that looks like, but those of us who are pioneering and doing different kinds 

of things that don’t look like the inherited models of church, we're the ones who might be able 

to help the church understand its future and understand its direction. In some ways, if we can 

create enough folk who can think theologically about this, what we might be able to do is that 

we might help the church understand its future by reconnecting something of its past and 

recovering something of that. I don’t think pioneering will serve the church because the church 

can do that all on its own. I think pioneering is one of the ways in which the church can learn 

about the kind of church it wants to be in the future. Do I enjoy being a pioneer? Yeah. I love 

it and I couldn't imagine doing anything else now, nor could I imagine what my life would be 

like when all this ends. I don't know quite what that's like. 
 


