Good morning, I’m Ben Edson, I’m the city centre missioner here in Manchester and have established and led Sanctus1 for the past 5 years.

Sanctus1 had its fifth birthday party on Sunday night.  We reflected back and gave thanks for the past 5 years.  5 years ago four of us started to meet on a Wednesday night to explore what church would look like in the city centre.  We affirmed the city centre but felt that there were at least two aspects that were missing, firstly a sense of the sacred and secondly, community, a place for people to belong.  So on the 17th Feb 02 we had our first public act of worship.  The service was called Sanctum and aimed to provide that sacred space at the heart of the city centre.  Five years on, that is still our vision ‘Sacred Space and Community’ Community as a place to belong and a sacred space to wonder at the vastness and mystery of God.  

So where are we now?  Well to maintain and build community we have three midweek groups.  There are about 50 people in the three mid week groups, that usually means that we get about 30 people a week.  These groups are for discussion, prayer, reflection and worship.  Once a month those three groups gather together for a shared meal and Eucharist.

We then have two monthly services: Sanctus2nds is an intergenerational service on the second Sunday of each month and then the Sanctus8pm service on the forth Sunday of each month is an alt. worship service.  

I think that at this point I need to be clear about the age of the people that I am talking about.  The average age of a person within Sanctus1 is probably 28, I am not talking about teenagers.  We occasionally get students, but they tend to post-grads, or final year students, most people are working professional who live or work in the city centre.  So in response to the brief that I have been given the human community that I will be exploring is Sanctus1, and I want to touch on the theology that underpins in and why I think that community addresses some of the deep needs of young people in contemporary society.

The image that I have used in Sanctus1 more than any other is Rublev’s icon of either the three strangers or more commonly known the trinity. We have used it because it touches on two principles that are important to Sanctus1: inclusion and community.   The icon reflects the biblical story in Genesis 8: where Abraham and Sarah welcomed the three strangers, they sat under a tree with them, share a fire and a meal, and gradually it becomes clear that these strangers are not in fact people – but angels – the Angels bless Sarah by telling her that she will have a child even though she was 90 years old.  The stranger gives the blessing.  When we welcome the stranger into our community they can be a great blessing to us.  The stranger in our community, is not a stranger, but an angel.

The story moves on the angels leave the house of Abraham and Sarah and go and stay with Lot where they are assaulted and raped by the men of the town, quite simply because they are different…This icon is a missiological challenge, does Sanctus1, do our church communites, welcome the stranger or do they metaphorically assault and rape them because they are not like us.

However, this is an icon of community.  The icon is in perfect balance, the three figures gaze loving at one another as they sit around the table. They are about to share communion, but there is an opening at the table, a space for one other person, a space for all of humanity to share the welcome of God.

A space for the vulnerable, the down trodden, the excluded, to join with God in the heavenly banquet.   This icon has come to symbolise what it means for Sanctus1 to be community. A place for the vulnerable, the down trodden, the excluded, to join with God in the heavenly banquet 

​But why community, why do I think that creating community is a way to engage effectively with the issues and problems which young people see as affecting and touching their lives?  I think that a key issue, and perhaps the reason for the lack of community cohesion, within contemporary society is the dominance of the individual rather than the community.
I think that, due to cultural changes and individualization of contemporary society people now find meaning, identity and purpose in community. One consequence of the increase in individual human freedom is that traditional human security provisions shrink, and anxiety increases. Unemployment, uncertain old age prospects and the hazards of urban life are, amongst other things, the cause of this anxiety.  As the individual become dominant in a liquefied society old securities fall away as the individual is freed. The shift in society towards the individual has created an imbalance:  And as Bauman says ‘the communitarian gospel can count on a large audience-in-waiting’ (Bauman, 2000, 171).  

Society is crying out for community, as the Eric Hobsbawn said: 

‘Men and women look for groups to which they can belong, certainly and forever, in a world where all else is moving and shifting, in which nothing else is certain’ 

In the city centre Sanctus1 has sought to create community, because quite simply, I believe that is where people can find meaning identity and purpose.  A hermeneutic of community.  Generally within culture we have observed that the hermeneutic of language – that is the words that we say and what we mean by them - is being challenged by the hermeneutic of the deed  - that is our actions and what implicit message our actions give.  Talk is cheap.

To build an incarnational Christian community was not merely about language, but much more importantly about deed. And when deed is outworked in community, a different hermeneutic emerges, a hermeneutic of community. 

A hermeneutic of community is an authentic community of people living with an alternative world-view.  Within this context Christianity is providing the framework for the alternative world-view.  It is an idea that was first articulated by Lesslie Newbigin who referred to the ‘congregation as the hermeneutic of the Gospel’

‘Jesus…did not write a book but formed a community. This community had at its heart the remembering and rehearsing of his words and deeds…it exists in him and for him. He is the centre of its life.  Its character is given to it, when it is true to its nature, not by the character of its members but by his character.’ 

Sanctus1 has sought to offer a hermeneutic of community. A community within which people find meaning identity and purpose.

I want to offer you two models of church community to reflect on, this is not an exhaustive list of the different models of community but two models that I think offer an interesting insight into the contemporary nature of community - One is identified by Bauman and the other by Walter Bruggemann.  Bauman  

identifies a type of community that he calls ‘cloakroom communities’.

Cloakroom communities need a spectacle which appeals to similar interests dormant in otherwise disparate individuals and so bring them all together for a stretch of time when other interests – those which divide them instead of uniting – are temporarily laid aside, put on a slow burner of silenced altogetherness (2000, 201).

Cloakroom communities offer temporary respite from the struggles of everyday life as individuals withdraw into this temporary community.  The theatre, football match or perhaps on some occasions the church provides this temporary community, where a similar interest brings a disparate group of people together. There are a number of problems with such communities and rather than bringing social cohesions they do, in fact, break it.  Cloakroom communities scatter rather than condense the untapped energy of social impulses, they therefore contribute and perpetuate the solitude so often felt in contemporary society.  Cloakroom communities are a symptom of the social disorder specific to contemporary society and this symptom is manifest in faith communities.  

Walter Brueggemann explores the Old Testament alternative community of Moses as way that the contemporary church can engage with society. Brueggemann’s central claim is that the church is called to be a prophetic criticism of consumer society and that the task of the prophetic ministry within the church is to ‘nurture, nourish, and evoke a consciousness and perception alternative to the consciousness and perception of the dominant culture around us. (2001, 3). The alternative community aims to dismantle the dominant consciousness rather than conforming to it.  

Bruggemann looks to the alternative community of Moses which had at it’s centre God’s freedom as an alternative to the static imperial religion of order and triumph. The community of Moses was not about freeing a small band of people from their oppressor, it is about establishing an alternative community that provides an alternative social order to that of oppression and exploitation. ‘Yahweh makes possible and requires an alternative theology and an alternative sociology’ (2001, 9).  The alternative community is the antithesis of the cloakroom community.  A community that is radically engaged with transforming society, committed to justice and to working for justice or a community that is radically dualist and it separates itself from all that is evil in the dominant consciousness.

Sanctus1 aspires to be an engaged non-dualist alternative community but at times I think that we, like the majority of other churches, can fall into the trap of being a cloakroom community.  I would however suggest that both these models of community will engage young people.  The cloakroom community will get the consumers, the alternative community will get the radicals wanting to change the world.  Therefore for the alternative community to stay connected, Catholicity, must be central.  The alternative community has the potential to be fundamentalist as it constructs an alternative world-view in opposition to the dominant one. Fundamentalist groups and sects are an example of the alternative community, becoming a dualist separational community rather than one incarnated with the culture.

At this point I’m going to change direction a bit, I’ve offered a lot of reflection on the importance of community as I believe that the creation of authentic community is central in dealing with the majority of issues that young people are facing.  It prevents fire fighting over particular problems and allows us to establish long term sustainable relationships with one another that provide cohesion.  I therefore want to move on to look at three areas:

· The contemporary search for Meaning.

· Experiential Worship

· Places of encounter

I’ve selected these three areas as I think that through them you’ll be able to get a glimpse into the life of Sanctus1, and hopefully through that you’ll be able to see how we address the issues that people in contemporary society are facing.

The contemporary Search for Meaning

Once a year in Manchester Gmex is the annual Mind Body Spirit fair, Sanctus1 has a stand there and we meet with people who are spiritually searching.  We offer prayer for healing from a Christian perspective and listen to people as they share their deepest issues and problems.  Over the three days 12,000 people come to Manchester Gmex, and regardless of whether we believe in the sacralization thesis, what cannot be questioned is that people are searching for meaning. Here’s a clip from American Beauty.

CLIP

Apart from the Gospels I think the book of the Bible that we have used more than any other in the past five years of Sanctus1, is Ecclesiastes. We have not sought to dissect the word, language and author but have recognised that this is our search, the search for meaning and identity.  We do not find meaning in the places that the advertising gurus tell us, we find then shallow and meaningless, we do not find meaning in product or in work, the sun rises and the sun sets and nothing changes.  We simply acknowledge this fact.  It is not about trying to providing answers.  I hope that through community, and through an encounter with God in that community people find that life is not meaningless and that meaning identity and purose can be found in Christ.

Experiential Worship

The second area that I want to touch on is the significance of alternative worship, at the beginning I talked about how we try to provide a sense of the Sacred, a place to encounter the numinous, the otherness of God.  Community and Sacred Space have been key to S1. Our worship aims to provide that encounter with the extraordinary through the ordinary, through contemporary culture.  Church can easily become a place that increases the fragmentation felt by many young people in contemporary society, a place out of touch with the real world, and a place that has nothing affirming to say to contemporary culture. The style of worship used by Sanctus1, alternative worship, is experiential worship that is authentically rooted in post modern culture because central to alternative worship is an incarnational theology that roots Christ in the ordinary everyday – Heaven in the Ordinary.

Paul Roberts contrasts alternative worship’s theology of incarnation with one of ecstasy in terms of worship (Roberts, 1999). Ecstatic experiences in worship, and by that I on the whole mean charismatic worship, seek to transcend the physical domain through an encounter with the other.  Roberts writes that ‘alternative worship relocates God back within the physical domain, so to experience God means to encounter him in and through the created things around – symbolically, iconically, sacramentally’. 

With this incarnational approach, the use of popular culture in worship powerfully brings ‘the real world’ into the presence of God and enables God’s presence to be discerned back in that ‘real world’. Any notion of a split between sacred and secular is rejected. Sanctus1 is willing to use ideas, materials and forms from the secular world in worship, and therefore Implicit in this incarnational approach is a very positive theology of creation and its redemption. This approach breaks the fragmentation so often felt by many young people between their church life and their secular life.

Third Places

Finally I want to talk about ‘third places’. The third place was a phrase coined by sociologist Ray Oldenburg, according to Oldenburg third places are the places that you go to develop friendships, to discuss issues and to interact with other people.  They are the cafes, bars and coffee shops that are appearing all over the city centre.  It is what Starbucks aspires to be. The first place is where we spend most of our time, - Home, the second place is where we spend the next amount of time, Work and then comes the third place or sometimes called proximity places.

Under Christendom the church was perhaps, the third place for a majority of people…that is no longer the case and the church must seek to discover the third places in their locality. We have sought to create a third place.  In partnership with the Methodists in the city centre we partner in a project called Nexus.  Nexus has a number of functions, one of the Sanctus1 groups meets there weekly, it is a night café – supported by City Centre Safe, a base for the city centre churches street angles project and it is also a venue for a number of art exhibition.  The Night Café opens between 12 midnight and 4am on Saturday, it provides a safe place for people to come post pub and club to wait in safety for a taxi.  Bogus Taxi’s and the crime associated with them are a major problem in the city centre so this is a way that we can practically serve the city centre community. 

I was working there one evening and a young woman came in, we started a conversation about art, it turned out that she was an artist looking for experiences in curating exhibitions.  We continued our conversation and now she curates exhibitions for us and has been attending a Sanctus1 midweek group.

The third place allows us to have a public voice, allows us to contribute to the good of the city and allows us to meaningful encounter with people.  

So to close, central to sanctus1 is community.  Community provides us with a place to discover our meaning; our worship allows us to locate God in the ordinary everyday and our mission enables us to build community with those who would not normally encounter the church.   The issues affecting young people will be more fully addressed by a church that theologically affirms contemporary culture and incarnates itself within it.  Sanctus1 has sought to do this and by doing so, contextualized itself within contemporary post-modern culture.
