Lizzie Langmead talks to Graham Turner, vicar of St Paul’s Bordesley Green in Birmingham 
to find out about . . . . . . 

Crossing the Gap

Let me take you there, for I’m going down to…no, not Strawberry Fields, but a place where the air smells of chips, and the pathways are cluttered with litterbins overflowing with take-away cartons.  Battered-in bus shelters advertise mobile phones to the groups of unemployed youths huddling together sharing smokes. An elderly couple potter past tatty houses, pulling their trolley trying to avoid kids throwing empty coke cans at some unsuspecting persons door. Teenage mums push grubby-nosed toddlers across busy roads, dodging cars with expired tax discs, and make their way to the Monday morning benefit queue snaking out of the Post Office door. And Asian women slip silently into a selection of ethnic shops selling food, spices, fabrics and clothing.

This is the heavily populated, multi-racial and multi-faith world of the inner city. It’s a terrible place and yet a wonderful place. A place of warmth, chat and hope. I spoke to Graham Turner about his life in inner city Birmingham.

‘Bordesley Green is an anonymous sort of place. It’s an area where the Victorian city and vast council estates come together, where three parliamentary constituencies meet in the middle of the parish, and Health and Social Services areas dissect the community. Forty per cent of its inhabitants have their origins in Mirpur, a small area of Pakistan, fifteen per cent are of Irish extraction, ten percent are Afro-Caribbean and some groups are refugees. It is not an easily identifiable community.

When I first became vicar of St Paul’s nearly sixteen years ago, the congregation was small, made up of local people who had no background of church attendance and who often felt vulnerable and sometimes even volatile. The PCC were complaining about the twenty-six year old church building that had been built to accommodate 350 people. It was cold, unfriendly and totally inflexible for the small congregation that included families and had acoustic problems making listening difficult. So we had to do some serious thinking about how we could rationalize our situation. We decided to sell off the church hall and do some small works to the main building.

After a couple of years we seemed to have gone round in circles without seeing any clear way forward. And then two comments were made which I believe were words from God for us. The first was from the then Archdeacon who said, “Do not rule out the big option”. We understood that to mean our vision was too small. The second “word” came to us from an urban regeneration consultant. He said we were typical of most churches in that we were “building focussed” and not “mission Focussed”. He suggested that we look at what God wanted us to do in our community and then see how our buildings, our people and our money could best be used to fit in with this calling. It was obvious when I thought about it!

So in 1991, members of the congregation went into the local community with questionnaires to find out how people felt about Bordesley Green. We asked what they thought their needs were, what their concerns were, and how they thought the church should try to serve the area. As a congregation we talked and prayed about our neighbourhood, trying to discern God’s will, and in response to those needs we identified four projects: 

· we would open a café where local people would feel welcome

· we would set up an employment and advice centre for the jobless

· establish a day nursery

· and run a youth project which would attempt to make links with alienated youngsters.

We believed that the services these projects offered would help to overcome the high unemployment and negative effects of the administrative boundaries that divided the area.

By 1993 we had purchased and refurbished a shop next to the church and set up a café and employment and advice centre. We called it “Crossover” as this reflected the crossing over from unemployment to employment, from loneliness to friendship, from isolation to a place of faith. Crossover also became a base for the Bordesley Green Youth Project.

In 1994 we secured funding to convert the church hall into a day nursery that opens for fifty-one weeks a year catering for fifty-five children.

By 1998 funding was in place for the redevelopment of the church building and by the end of 1999 we had converted this into a multi-use building. It is now a warm, friendly place with flexible internal walls enabling it to be used for a wide range of activities. Along with church worship it is used for holiday clubs, concerts, and community meetings, is open seven days a week and regularly used for people of other faiths or of no faith at all.

St Paul’s is now a major employer in the area with thirty-five people working for us. Six staff members are Muslim and we have people from other faith groups working with us from time to time. The annual turnover of the various projects is about half a million pounds and some two thirds of this is generated from our own business activities. We feel that we now have a serious role to play within the local community, as we are involved with up to thirty community groups, schools and other associations. It has helped people from the varied ethnic groups to see that the church is not just interested in its own people, but the whole community.

I have always been concerned that churches often do not relate well to the communities in which they are located. There is often a serious problem of credibility. I seek to bring the world of the church closer to the context it is in hoping that others may see more clearly the Christ we worship and trust. Many people have asked if they could know more about what we are doing. By having a tour it will enable us to share our model of mission with you.’

