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Creating a welcoming culture 

 

Kevin Ward, Candour, May 2006 
 

I am writing this as I come to the end of four months study leave in Hartford, Connecticut, USA. 

It has been a very stimulating and productive time for me, particularly as I have written on church and 

religion in New Zealand while being in quite a different context. We always understand ourselves best in 

the light of that which is different, and the culture of New Zealand and the place of the church in New 

Zealand society is certainly very different from the USA. My reflection has also been helped by 

discussion with the Dean of the Seminary (who invited me over) and who moved here from England four 

years ago. What is different from England and New Zealand to the US? It has further convinced me we 

are much closer in our situation to Britain than to the US, even if the trends and challenges churches there 

face are becoming increasingly similar. 

If I can make the observation by referring to a couple of pieces of writing. One is by Donald 

Miller, whose book Reinventing American Protestantism on the growth of churches like Vineyard and 

Calvary Chapel, was very helpful in framing my own research. He said that American culture was so 

resonant with Christian images and themes that when individuals came to points of rethinking and 

reorienting their lives they naturally turned to the church for help. On the other hand Callum Brown in his 

very significant book, The Death of Christian Britain, highlighting not just the decline of churches but the 

loss of Christianity from the wider culture of Britain since the 1960s argues that “missions of the new 

millennium will fail amongst the young because of their unfamiliarity with discursive Christianity due to 

its disappearance from the family and youth media and the young’s absence from Sunday School.” They 

do not naturally turn to the church as it is not part of their way of seeing things. Brown’s analysis, while 

overstated, is also significantly true of New Zealand. 

What all this means is that the culture of our churches shaped by over a thousand years of 

existence in a Christian society and therefore connecting to people who had been socialised in a culture 

also shaped by Christianity, today needs to be significantly different. That culture which previously sent 

signals of welcome and home coming to people, now sends signals of exclusion and foreigness to those 

under 40 at least. It means also that patterns of church life and culture that connect with people in the US, 

still significantly enculturated in Christian rhetoric, do not do so in New Zealand or Britain.  

One of the culture changes we also face is that in the west after the Reformation and 

enlightenment reason was exalted as a way of knowing above all other ways – indeed at the height of the 

latter it came to be valued as the “only” valid way of knowing. Therefore reasoned explanations of faith 

or wordy confessions of belief became all important. Hence the lack of images, icons, rich symbols, and 

experience in our church cultures. No where is this more evident than in the reformed tradition. However 

the shift in culture since the 1960s has seen other ways of knowing, such as experience, become equally, 

or in some cases more, valued. 

Another shift is that in that culture there was a clear sense of right and wrong provided from the 

Christian moral code. If people broke that they felt a sense of wrong doing or guilt. In the church since 

Luther and Calvin, justification, the need for forgiveness for our wrongdoing, has been the main way we 

have presented peoples need of God. However people today don’t feel much sense of guilt, as there is no 

accepted moral code they have broken. Therefore to continue to present Christianity in this way simply 

drives people away. Christians are generally perceived to be moralising and judgemental in the wider 

culture. Philip Yancey tells this story, which I have always found incredibly challenging 

   A prostitute came to me in wretched straits, homeless, sick, unable to buy food for her two year 

old daughter. Through sobs and tears, she told me she had been renting out her daughter – two 

years old! – to men interested in kinky sex. She made more renting her daughter for an hour than 

she could earn on her own in a night. She had to do it, she said, to support her own drug habit. I 

could hardly bear hearing her story… I had no idea what to say to this women.  
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   At last I asked if she had ever thought of going to a church for help. I will never forget the look 

of pure naïve shock that crossed her face. “Church!” she cried. “Why would I ever go there? I 

was already feeling terrible about myself. They’d just make me feel worse.  (Phillip Yancey 

What’s so Amazing About Grace, p.11) 

So if we don’t present this perspective do we throw away the gospel? No. Justification and 

forgiveness is only one of many metaphors for the gospel, even in Paul, and not many would argue now it 

is the primary one that is used. Certainly equally prominent is Paul’s use of the metaphor of 

reconciliation, which speaks of the healing of broken relationships. Kevin Ford in Jesus for a New 

Generation comments that Gen Xers have three major concerns - relationships, relationships and 

relationships. And perhaps not just this age group as people of all ages today have a sense of alienation 

(broken relationships) in every area of life. The human quest for community runs very deep and the loss 

of many dimensions of that in our fragmented lives means it is a dominant quest for many today. I ran the 

Boston marathon while over here along with 23,000 others and in front of  half a million spectators, and 

became aware over the five days of the “festival” that a big part of what the “pilgrims” who had come to 

this were seeking was the kind of close community it creates from a deeply shared common experience.  

Related to this is the quest for identity. In a previous era one’s identity was a given depending on 

the community one belonged to by birth. It was very difficult to change your identity. Our world has said 

that we can have any identity we want , we can construct our own identity. This leads to an incredible 

number of people not having a clue who they are and where they belong. So in mid life many people are 

still trying to find this, and leaving families, work and friends to go and try and find themselves. Again I 

am aware that the pursuit of challenging activities such as marathon running is part of this quest for many. 

But we can not find identity in our own self. It is too small a place, despite the edeavours of 80s and 90s 

style self discovery therapies. Our identity comes out of the group we belong to. And so part of the quest 

for community is part of the quest for identity.  

Australian sociologist Hugh MacKay says that a culture shift is taking place and “we are coming 

to the end of the era of individualism and moving toward an era of a new communitarianism.”. This is 

indicated by the café phenomenon and the remergence of the term village. The desire to reconnect and 

find a village, a social grouping, that values me in which I feel I belong and so find my identity. I believe 

this new quest for community is the great mission opportunity for the gospel in our culture. But the 

creation of churches with this kind of community is the critical mission challenge for the church 

So what are some characteristics of the culture of churches that might be attractive to people 

looking for a community to which they can belong and hence find an identity. What should we value?  

 

1.  Relationships  

Authentic Christian community is critical for people to see and experience the gospel. When family and 

community have broken down loving, caring, open Christian communities are powerfully attractive. 

Often younger people don’t care about arguments over truth, who is right and wrong, because in the past 

they have seen that destroy relationships, especially of their parents.  It is sad that the word ‘intimacy’ 

is rarely associated with the Church. Yet this is a generation that is searching for intimacy, with God and 

with each other. I suspect that if we were to ask any group of young adults what they most wanted, they 

would all answer “to be loved”. They know what it is to be judged, and some to be hated. More than we 

might think have never known what it is to be loved at all. It is an indictment on the church if they leave 

because they are not loved and perhaps it is a reflection of the love of God among us if they stay because 

they are loved.  

The thirst for relationships and acceptance means that often people will come into a functioning 

community and want to be part of it long before they have made any Christian commitment They need to 

belong before they believe if they are to feel this. So the question of attitude is imperative. If tolerance is 

the highest virtue in our culture then an approach that declares we alone are right and everyone else is 

wrong will never gain a hearing and people will not even come near us, let alone want to find out what we 

might be about. We must learn to speak what we believe to be true with conviction while at the same time 

showing tolerance and acceptance that others have different points of view about both belief and 
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behaviour. A postmodern generation wants to know that God will bring about reconciliation, that he will 

heal their hurts and that he will accept them unconditionally. Do they find this in our churches?  

An increasing body of research in a number of countries indicates that most people who have 

become Christians in recent years said they belonged before they believed. This is a reversal of the 

normal pattern of recent centuries in which came to belief before they belonged. If this is so then we need 

to seriously think  though what kind of changes need to be take place in our forms of church community if 

people are going to feel they belong, they are included, before they commit to the faith we profess. 

 

2. Experience  

The rejection of absolutes and the notion of objective truth in contemporary culture means we will need to 

start at another point than ‘truth claims’ in our presenting of the gospel. We must first show that 

Christianity meets the deepest needs of people and create situations in which they can experience it. 

Kevin Ford writes “The question my generation asks is not “Can Christians prove what they believe?’ but 

‘Can Christians live what they believe?’”  And Andrew Walker writes “Ultimately if we cannot 

demonstrate the proof of our story by living it we will never convince people of its truth by talking about 

it.”  Very few people are argued into the kingdom today by reasoned explanations or slick presentations 

of infallible proofs. Experience of genuine community is one thing but others are important.  

One of the interesting phenomenon in our society is the huge growth of the movie industry in 90s, 

after thinking in the late 80s it was going to die out and be replaced by home videos. More go to the 

movies than go to sports now in New Zealand. People a long time ago also used to go to buildings with 

high ceilings and face the front to watch, listen to and experience a story being portrayed. They were 

called churches and cathedrals though not movie theatres. There is a great human hunger for this kind of 

experience but the problem for much of the church is that in the modern period we changed the gospel 

from a story to be told and entered into to a set of propositions to be believed. Films are such a powerful 

medium as they combine story and image and so create an experience, something the small television 

screen does not. People experience transcendence and mystery, and I would add through experiencing it 

with others community. The desire for this is also the reason for the burgeoning interest in Catholicism, 

Orthodoxy, Celtic spirituality and alternative spiritualities. So the ability to tell stories, to use visual arts 

and share experiences, and so allow people to experience transcendence and mystery as well as 

community are critical for the future of churches. Are they experiencing this in our presence today?  

 

3. Journey  

Talking about movies, most of them are about a journey that an individual or a community are on. A 

journey full of challenge and self discovery. Every person and group is on this, hence the great attraction. 

We have tended to use the Damascus Road model of people coming to faith, a sudden moment of 

decision and commitment, but we find the disciples coming to faith by a process in the Gospels, going on 

a long journey. They belonged to the community of Jesus for three years before they believed. A number 

of recent scholarly works argue that actually process is in fact the dominant way people come to faith in 

the New Testament and a dramatic moment of decision is secondary. 

 Do we create safe and sacred spaces in our church communities and relationships so people can 

journey on with God at their own pace and so in their own time make the commitments that God in Christ 

is calling them to? Or do we impose our own agenda on their journey? Four essential qualities if we are 

going to create this kind of space and connect with people in ways that will help them in this journey are:  

 Authenticity - which can only be demonstrated over time. 

 Caring - which is lived out and proved over time 

 Trust - which can only be earned over time 

 Transparency - which is most effective when practiced in long term relationships. 

The critical point is that we need to create a culture which connects with peoples journeys, and to do that 

we need to respect the journey they are on and to listen as much as speak so we can be with them in the 

process. This requires listening before speaking, living before acting, and empathizing before guiding. 
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One of the great marks of the time we live in is a huge interest in and awareness of spirituality by so many 

people outside of the church. Critical for us is how we respond to this. Is it helpful for us or a hindrance as 

it is deluded at best, evil at worst. What do we do with the great interest in the Da Vinci Code for 

example? In an excellent article a British Baptist minister writes:  

One response to this phenomenon is that we must surely be ready to believe that God is already 

there in the experience of those with whom we wish to share our faith… The assumptions must be 

that God communicates with everybody…  and that religious/spiritual awareness is natural to 

human beings. 

Postmodern spirituality also demands a different style of evangelism to the confrontational. The 

first step must be to listen. Conversation rather than challenging and questioning is the way. We 

must try to pick up what it is that God may be saying to these people. We can build the bridges, 

but must leave the crossings to the Holy Spirit.  

 These then are some critical dimensions I believe we need to build into the culture of our 

churches if we are going to appear as communities which will welcome those who do come near us and 

will connect with those who are genuinely seeking for something more than they have now on which to 

ground their lives.  

 


