
URBAN  - Location, location, location  

The Bible is shot through with a sense of place. It begins in a garden and ends in a city. Time and again we are 

taken to specific places. Whole stories revolve around the particularities of places such as Jerusalem or 

Babylon, Athens or Ephesus. 

 

In our increasingly virtual, networked, globalised world it may seem that place no longer matters quite the 

way it once did. However, the built environment in which we live continues to impact on our lives more than 

we might imagine. Where we live still shapes the way we think, the way we live and the way we relate to 

others. 

 

The growth of suburbia in the Twentieth Century was largely driven by the desire to set up home in a quieter, 

safer area away from the city which offered more space for the family. Many have enjoyed these positive 

benefits, but suburbia has also tended to promote a lifestyle that is privatised and individualistic – everyone 

living in their own protected, compartmentalised space.  

 

By contrast, urban areas continue to be significantly defined by an architecture and life pattern of proximity. 

This pattern marks the familiar environment of both the older urban heartlands of our cities and the more 

recently built outlying estates of our towns. If your congregation finds itself in such a setting, your challenge in 

mission is very definitely urban in location and character.  

 

The urban environment creates a distinctive dynamic for local community as well as congregational mission. 

We cannot enter this urban world from a distance. To do so effectively requires engagement through 

involvement in the stuff of everyday, local life. Quite simply, mission in an urban area requires proximity too!  

 

Because this is difficult work, we have often sought the easier option of trying to impose suburban structures, 

programmes and models of church life and mission on urban places and people. Unconsciously we may have 

done so because as urban churches we have felt like the poor relations of our suburban neighbours.   

 

The time has come to recognise the need to grow a distinctively urban ministry and mission from, and for, the 

very place God has put us to be his witnesses.   

 

The Urban Mission Network aims to help congregations to rise to the challenge and opportunity of finding 

effective ways to connect to their neighbourhood, so as to position themselves right in the mix of the life of 

their local community as salt and light.  

 

To think about: Where God has placed us as a local church 

In what ways are our church life and mission shaped by the particular place in which God has put us to be 

his witnesses?  

If our church was located somewhere else, what would we do differently? Why? 

   

 

 



MISSION – Looking to the interests of others  

We are often encouraged to imagine today that we have moved to a classless society in which poverty has 

been eradicated and everybody adopts the common lifestyle of popular culture. The reality is somewhat 

different and very evident in many urban communities. Poverty and disadvantage remain, often expressed in 

the less visible deprivation of educational and social opportunity.  

 

Attempts at mission and evangelism which are naive about the starting point for engaging with those we are 

seeking to reach are doomed to fail. The results of ignoring the realities, or being contemptuous about the 

behaviour of others, are even worse - causing whole communities to feel deeply alienated from the church 

and its message. 

 

For many of us in the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, urban mission is a cross-cultural activity. We find 

ourselves to be a world away from the lifestyles and values of those we are seeking to reach for Christ. Around 

the corner can be as different a world for us to engage in mission as somewhere half way around the globe. 

Even those of us who are Christians in a district in which we have lived all our lives can feel like strangers in a 

strange land due to the rapid changes in our community. Those of us who have grown up and moved away 

from the area in which our church is situated often change more than our postcode - we adopt whole new 

systems of values.     

 

Urban mission demands an intentionally incarnational approach in which, like Christ, we leave the comfort of 

familiar surroundings, courageously enter the world of others and take upon ourselves the form of a servant. 

There is a death involved here - a death to self – because we have to ‘look not only to our own interests, but 

also to the interests of others’ (Philippians 2:1-11) . 

 

If urban mission is to be effective in the future then we will have to become adept at stepping into the shoes 

of others and understanding their perceptions of our presentation of the gospel.  

 

We need to ask ourselves some searching questions as we approach urban mission. Do we rush to judgement 

upon others only on the basis of the problems we can see on the surface of their lives, instead of appreciating 

the deeper causes at work? Do we offer a gospel message which sounds good but remains detached from 

offering practical help with day-to-day needs? Are we so wordy and conceptual in how we package the truth 

of the gospel that we make it sound out of the reach of many?   

 

All of this begins with looking and seeing. Looking and seeing - until we begin to understand and appreciate 

the worlds of others. Looking and seeing - until we are ready to surrender our own preferences to the interest 

of others in the service of the gospel. Looking and seeing – like Jesus! 

 

The Urban Mission Network aims to offer perspectives on the needs of mission in urban areas as well as 

spotlighting a variety of models being developed on the ground in situations across Ireland today.  

 

To think about: Looking to the interests of others 



How are we seeking to look and see our church and its outreach into the local community from the 

perspective of those we are trying to reach?  

Where are we setting aside our own preferences for church life and mission so as to be more effective at 

reaching out to others who are not like us? 

 

 

 

NETWORK – We’re in this together 

Ever feel like you are on your own as a congregation facing the challenge of rampant secularisation and 

struggling to respond with your increasingly diminishing resources? The truth is that many of our urban 

congregations are in exactly the same boat. In recent decades we have witnessed a flow of many of our 

members to suburban congregations, a rising tide of godlessness in the urban landscape and a feeling of 

disorientation as we seek to faithfully respond in this new place in which we find ourselves as the church.  

 

For too long we have stood apart from one another, isolated, sometimes suspicious, often unwilling to share 

the best of what we have for the advancement of Christ’s kingdom. Our ability as a denomination to respond 

to the future challenges and opportunities in urban mission may rise or fall on our willingness to harness the 

strength of connectedness within our Presbyterian system. We are in this together. We are better together! 

 

The Urban Mission Network aims to give expression to our connectedness in Christ by encouraging, 

supporting and learning from one another in rising to the changing challenges and opportunities of mission 

in our towns, cities and estates.  

 

The Network will:- 

• be no place for experts, rather we will seek to learn together and from one another 

• value urban theology, but never as an end in itself, only so as to stimulate God-honouring practice in 

mission 

• value smallness, recognising that urban mission is ultimately low-key, long term and relational 

• be highly relational, a vehicle for stimulating conversation and connectedness 

• accommodate a range of views and allow for spontaneity  

• open up a world of links, but also seek to interpret the best thinking in urban mission from around 

the world for the Irish context 

  

To think about: In this together! Better together! 

In what ways have we participated with others in local mission?  

What other situations are we learning from?    

 

 

 

Please play your part in making the Urban Mission Network effective in reaching our towns, estates and 

cities for Christ by signing up to join the network and receive regular e-bulletins by clicking the link below 
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