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  When we honestly ask ourselves which persons in our lives

  means the most to us, we often find that it is those who,

  instead of giving advice, solutions, or cures, have

  chosen rather to share our pain and touch our

  wounds with a warm and tender hand.


  Henri Nouwen, Out of Solitude

  



  All stories have a deeper story lying just beneath the surface, and so it is with this book. This tale begins with desperation. Each of us was coming from uniquely different neighborhoods and backgrounds, but all of us were longing for colleagues who might offer friendship and encouragement. Our collective story doesn’t begin with a grand vision or contagious momentum. It begins with deep hope for the church in the twenty-first century and an honest need for one another. Both of these realities remain true. Here is how, in confusion and anticipation, our stories became knit together.


  From Consumer Church to the Parish


  Paul Sparks had been pastoring a rapidly growing church. It was a GenX church born out of the early nineties Seattle grunge era. Beginning as a college-age ministry, it featured alternative worship bands and more pop culture references than you could shake a stick at. Throughout the years there were truly incredible seasons of awakening and renewal, but Paul was feeling a deep angst. There seemed to be a progressive infatuation with stagecraft and putting on a performance at the gathering. Meanwhile, there was a shrinking connection with what it meant to be the church together in the everyday realities of life.


  At one point Paul took a six-month sabbatical of sorts and set out on a pilgrimage. Leaving his home, he walked sixteen hundred miles across the Pacific Northwest. He would walk for four days and then stop in a particular place to explore church ministries and neighborhoods the other three days of the week. Paul was on a quest to discover where his faith community might have gone wrong, and how the Spirit might be moving in other places. Everywhere he walked Paul discovered that when followers of Jesus were sharing life together and living in the midst of the everyday realities of a particular place, there was a vibrancy and growing maturity to their faith. Though it would be many months after Paul returned before the full implications of his experience became apparent, eventually things began to shift.


  Around the turn of the century the church leadership team began moving toward deeper relational engagement and more profound connection to the cultural life of the area. Out of a deep desire to share life together and to be a living expression of the church beyond the Sunday gathering, the leadership team began calling for a move to become more deeply rooted in the heart of downtown Tacoma, Washington.


  Over the months of preparation, the congregation seemed to give support to the new vision. But once the actual shifts toward parish life began to happen, the crowds that had been attending from all over the region began to shrink from hundreds to handfuls. You can imagine Paul’s leadership crisis—the second guessing and the sinking feeling that he may have just made a massive mistake.


  From Abstract Conversation to Real Shared Life


  Meanwhile, a few miles to the north, Dwight Friesen had recently transitioned from pastoring a network of emergent simple churches to training seminary students at The Seattle School of Theology and Psychology. As a pastor, Dwight was trying to help the congregation invest relationally together and truly know one another. But there was a persistent problem. While being known by one another was truly transformative, the geographic distance between members limited sharing life to very intentional meet-ups. Increasingly the requirement to develop relationships with each other also meant leaving the multiple contexts they felt called to serve. After eleven years, Dwight was relationally fatigued, and though the work of the academy was rigorous, he found it a welcome respite.


  Dwight poured himself into his work as a professor and found his intuitive sense for seeing relational and theological connections heightened by mentors such as Dan Allender, Caprice Hollins and Stanley Grenz. His growing scholarly focus was on forming people as followers of Christ who thought and lived out of a deep triune ecclesiology.


  But the more exciting Dwight’s research on the relational foundations of the church became, the more he felt the irony of his growing withdrawal from meaningful shared life. He loved the church and couldn’t shake the longing to recover more holistic practices that might meaningfully weave the core facets of church life into a more unified whole. Thus, he kept searching for real-world examples of followers of Christ who were integrating deep community life with formative practice and meaningful engagement with their context.


  From Projects to Neighborhood Renewal


  During this same time, Tim Soerens, who had pioneered a number of missional experiments, was beginning a neighborhood-based church expression in South Lake Union, in the north part of downtown Seattle. As the months went by, Tim found himself in a bind. On the one hand, he was invigorated by the abundant potential for the church’s engagement within the complex dynamics of a rapidly changing urban neighborhood. On the other hand was the massive challenge of helping a church move from coming into the neighborhood with various projects and services, to developing a rich practice of relational life as neighbors living together.


  Tim’s longing was for relational engagement in the neighborhood and a missional focus organized around holistic neighborhood renewal. Soon he found himself participating in just about every facet of the community’s life and growth. He was asked to sit on multiple civic boards stewarding the future of the neighborhood, and helped to build teams for a new farmer’s market, advocacy group and community center. Meanwhile, he was inventing experiences that might draw the church into more participatory and engaging ways of living out their faith in the neighborhood together.


  But the church was brand new, and very few people began in the neighborhood—and fewer still were able to move in. They hardly had time to get to know each other, let alone the neighborhood at large. Trying to play the role of community developer alone, while pastoring a group of people who hadn’t really come to see themselves as members of that neighborhood, was impossible for any one person. Tim was left with a difficult burden—seeing the life and possibility the Spirit had sown all about him and feeling the pain of having very few who were able to be present long enough to see it through.


  Seeds of Hope


  The first time the three of us were in the same room was in downtown Tacoma as Paul’s church played host to a conference with Michael Frost and Alan Hirsch after the release of their groundbreaking work The Shaping of Things to Come.1 We were on the lookout for some shred of support and collaboration. In most of the circles we spent time in, the parish themes we explored were like a foreign language. It was at this conference that the seeds of deep friendship and partnership were born. From that day forward, the three of us began to see how our longings and frustrations were closely aligned.


  We began meeting from time to time to encourage each other, sometimes in our homes, sometimes to speak at a class, sometimes to share at our respective churches. On one occasion, Paul invited Dwight to speak words of encouragement to his now much-smaller neighborhood church. Dwight arrived about ninety minutes early just to walk the neighborhood with Paul and talk together. While this was an everyday occurrence for Paul, it was transformational for Dwight. He had never seen a pastor who seemed to know all his neighbors, much less such a diverse group. There were neighbors without homes who were trading needles out of the back of an unmarked white van, owners of the small businesses that lined the streets of downtown Tacoma, and those in intentional community at the Catholic Worker’s Village living with the mentally ill, former prisoners and others without homes. Dwight felt his heart deeply stirred by the experience.


  Meanwhile Tim and Paul had found another kindred spirit: a dear friend and wise pastor, Ben Katt of Awake Church in Aurora, Seattle. The friendship was generative and so encouraging. They found themselves filled with faith after they were together, daring each other to risk living even deeper into shared life within their respective communities. The more they were together the more they realized how helpful it was to have relationships with other people who were experimenting around the same themes.


  Somehow this link that was forming between downtown Tacoma, South Lake Union and the Aurora Corridor enabled them to live deeper in their own neighborhoods. After talking more, sharing desires and fears and dreaming together, a few questions kept surfacing over and over. What if there were others who needed encouragement and support? After all, the three of them had felt relatively alone in their work. What if there were others who wanted to live out their faith like this in every neighborhood?


  Tim, Paul and Ben began imagining what it would look like to create a relational network, a platform in which groups like their own could share encouragement, offer resources and collaborate together across places. The question that kept coming up was: What if we intentionally tried to connect all these rooted church expressions together for mutual support both in their own parishes and across parishes?


  This question led to the founding of Parish Collective, a growing network of groups and churches that are moving toward this new parish expression. Paul and Tim began meeting with Dwight to share their excitement about the burgeoning vision. As Dwight listened he sensed the goodness of the dream and hoped that this might be a way to reconcile his personal practice with his academic life.


  Rooting and Linking Across Parishes


  From that time forward the three of us found ourselves growing and learning together and finding as many excuses as possible to partner together. We have since traveled from neighborhood to neighborhood inviting new rooted groups to participate together in creating what we often describe as a “fabric of care” in and across parishes. Today there are hundreds of neighborhood-rooted churches and ministry expressions involved in various ways with the Parish Collective.


  As these new communities were being identified it became clear they also needed to be connected. This need generated the idea of gathering parish leaders from all over the region so that others could benefit from sharing and hearing stories of living in place. The first year, Parish Collective, The Seattle School and TransFORM Network came together for what is now a celebrated annual event called the Inhabit Conference, where internationally known practitioners learn alongside local practitioners as we champion stories of local presence and renewal from around the globe.


  People who were growing more involved in parish themes began asking, “Where can we get deeper training in leading our communities into the kind of imagination that permeates the conference?” Reflecting on our own stories, we decided a collaborative and immersive venue for deeper exploration could be important. After months of work, and with crucial leadership from Cathy Loerzel, vice president of advancement at The Seattle School, we began a brand new certificate program called Leadership in the New Parish.


  It’s been an exhilarating ride, from feeling alone to experiencing the joy that comes from friendships and the leadership of other rooted expressions. These experiences are the basis for the book you are holding now.


  It would be nice to tie up all three of our stories with a nice little bow and tell you how amazing each one of our stories turned out. Although many wonderful things have happened, the truth is that the narrative of our churches and neighborhoods has been a rough ride, with ups and downs and trials and joys just like before. But here’s the thing: we’re still in the story.


  Without the miracle of support, collaboration and guidance from the growing web of partners and practitioners experimenting in parishes, we would not have made it this far. And we are thrilled that your story might now be connected to ours in some way. We can’t wait to see how God will grow the encouraging connections we’ve experienced together with new friends and collaborators.


  How to Read The New Parish



  We wrote this book with you in mind, anticipating that you might be seeking fresh ways of following Jesus with others. As it might be imagined, we highly recommend reading it with friends and collaborators who are interested in living out their faith in everyday ways together.


  As you look at the book’s table of contents you will notice that the chapters are organized in response to three questions. The first question is “Why do we need a new parish?” Here we propose that the myth of individualism and living above place have fragmented the Western church. Then we chronicle the history of how the church became displaced. As you reach the end of this section we hope you will be able to name the profound fragmentation in the church and the world. But we also want you to experience an emerging sense of hope that the Spirit is on the move and the gospel offers a healing way forward.


  The question framing the second section is “What is the new parish?” Here we will demonstrate just how remarkably different the new parish appears to be from the old Christendom conception. This section will begin by articulating how these new parish expressions are moving toward faithful relationship with God and with one another. Then we will locate an ecclesial life within the mutual concerns of the neighborhood. We refer to this as “the new commons.”


  The third section is where the rubber meets the road, focusing on the question “How do we practice the new parish?” Functioning like a field guide, the chapters in this section are filled with stories fueling your imagination for life in the neighborhood. From our many parish tours we have developed noteworthy practices that might inspire ideas for your own context.


  This final section begins by offering a theory of practice in chapter six. We call this “presencing,” as it creates a tangible process, enabling us to integrate the most important narratives necessary for genuine listening, authentic discernment and collective action. The seventh chapter addresses the crucial task of being rooted in a rapidly changing world, with personal and group practices that knit together an embodied fabric of caring relationships. The eighth chapter looks at how our rooted expressions in the neighborhood truly do need meaningful “linking” connections across other parishes in the city and around the world. Chapter nine reveals how the context of the parish flips our understanding of leadership upside down and helps you develop radical new ways to collaborate. The concluding chapter highlights the challenging opportunity of globalization and functions as a commissioning for you and the collaborators with whom you’ve been reading, discussing and experimenting.


  We are grateful that you have picked up this book and are giving it a serious look. As with all writings, we know that this book is far from being the final word on the new parish. In fact, we hope it will inspire many new course-correcting conversations and experiments in the future. Please know that it is our prayer that God might use it to spark your kingdom of God imagination for the place you call home.


  A Final Word


  We are three different people with vastly different skill sets. And while we acknowledge a book penned by three Caucasian males grossly fails to reflect the wonderful diversity of Christ’s church, our similarities in no way remove our very real differences. We come from Pentecostal, Anabaptist and Reformed traditions of Christianity. We live in divergent neighborhoods and were reared in different areas of North America, even hailing from different economic classes.


  In the midst of all our differences, it is important that we name the central bias we hold in common, the one that marks the pages of this book. It is our conviction that humans are meant to share life together, to learn to fit together as a living body in relationship with God, with one another, and for the place to which they are called. We think that entering into these common relationships with growing faithfulness and fidelity is what it means to be human. The gospel of Jesus enables us to live toward this full humanity. And the local church is a body that bears witness to this way of becoming human in Christ, through both manifesting that growing reality of our lives together and becoming those who see and proclaim the signs of this work happening in the people and places around us.


  As audacious as this may sound, this is our hope. And so with all of our shortcomings, and with the many ways that this book will fail to capture all that God is doing in and through Christ’s located church, we offer this book to you and the friends and collaborators in your church and neighborhood. May the Spirit of God be the final editor as you and your community discern the contour of faithful presence in the place you call home.


  Prayer for the New Parish


  God of Reconciling Love,


  We thank you for your reconciling mission, which is always inviting us to live in our mutual need of one another, even before we recognize it. Teach us to love and to receive one another as Christ receives us.


  Amen.


  Part One


  WHY DO WE NEED

  A NEW PARISH?
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  You are Christ’s body. . . . You must never forget this.


  The apostle Paul, 1 Corinthians 12:27 The Message

  



  You think because you understand “one” you must also

  understand “two,” because one and one make two.

  But you must also understand “and.”


  Ancient Sufi teaching

  



  In August of 2000 Toshiyuki Nakagaki made a very bizarre announcement to the world. He and his colleagues had trained a type of brainless slime to solve a complex maze. To demonstrate their achievement, Nakagaki’s team decided to chop up a single slime mold and scatter the pieces throughout a plastic maze. The separate slime clusters began to grow and find one another, until they filled the entire labyrinth. Next, Nakagaki placed food samples at the start and end of the maze with four different routes to the goal. Four hours later the hungry slime mold had retracted its tentacles from the dead-end corridors, growing exclusively along the shortest route between the two pieces of food. The brainless blob became “smart slime,” solving the complex maze.1


  In a world that trains you to reduce all things to the lowest common denominator, the collective characteristics of slime molds are breathtaking. When food is scarce, slimes that are in the same proximity don’t fight over scarce resources. Instead, they join together in an orderly manner to form a completely new multicellular creature—a type of slug—from scratch. The right context and connectivity releases collective features you could never foresee by observing them individually.


  The New Parish is an exploration of a forgotten, but truly hopeful, possibility. Don’t take this the wrong way, but we think the local church is meant to function like slime.


  When followers of Jesus share life together in a particular place they become much greater than the sum of their parts—they actually become something altogether new. The parish forms the context, and relationships of faith form the connectivity for wonderful new possibilities.


  • • •


  For several years the three of us have been connecting with churches rooted in the neighborhood. Everywhere we go, we find the Spirit working miracles of transformation through their shared life together in the parish. The consistent storyline is so encouraging. When these faith communities begin connecting together, in and for their neighborhood, they learn to depend on God for strength to love, forgive and show grace like never before. We’ve also been inspired by the way these groups reach outward in love and care toward the neighborhood at large. The gospel becomes so much more tangible and compelling when the local church is actually a part of the community, connected to the struggles of the people and even the land itself.


  It can be easy to miss what holds this together. By crafting a life together in a definable place, the parish becomes a platform for a whole new way of being the church. When the word parish is used in this book it refers to all the relationships (including the land) where the local church lives out its faith together. It is a unique word that recalls a geography large enough to live life together (live, work, play, etc.) and small enough to be known as a character within it.


  Parish is also unique because it is a noun that holds within it a verb. It is a noun in the sense that it represents the church’s every­­day life and relationships within a particular place. But it also functions as an action word because it calls us to the telos, or purpose, of the church—living out God’s dream and caring for the place we are called. Proximity in the parish allows you to partici­­pate in God’s reconciling and renewing vision in ways you really can’t do as an individual. We are convinced that what may seem at first like a subtle shift actually has the capacity to transform your entire experience of what it means to be the church.


  The Myth of Individualism and Living Above Place


  The parish is beginning to subvert what may be the two most fragmenting forces of our day. The first can be called the “myth of the individual” and the second “living above place.”


  When we talk about the myth of the individual, it’s not to say that people are not unique or that they do not have their own agency. It’s simply to say that the individual is not autonomous. Professor Eva Feder Kittay reminds us pertly that “the independent individual is always a fictive creation of those men sufficiently privileged to shift the concern for dependence on to others.”2 All of us are born dependent on others, and whether we recognize it or not, we rely on relationships throughout our lives. “Community is the essential form of reality,” writes educator Parker Palmer, “the matrix of all being.”3


  “Living above place” names the tendency to develop structures that keep cause-and-effect relationships far apart in space and time where we cannot have firsthand experience of them. For example, you have probably experienced buying groceries without any idea where the food originated or who was involved in the production and delivery process. Living above place describes the process where this type of separation happens so frequently that we become disoriented to reality.


  Most people believe they have some sense of how their actions affect others. But what happens when a society lives above place for generations? Over the course of time, whole populations can develop a cocooned way of life, unaware of how their lives really affect each other and the world at large.


  Your parish is a relational microcosm that helps bring many cause-and-effect relationships back together again. Being in collaborative relationships in real life (where you live, work and play) awakens you to the effects of your actions both on people and on the place itself. It creates a context where your church can see whether its faith is more than just talk. The local place becomes the testing ground, revealing whether you have learned to love each other and the larger community around you. In essence, the parish is a dare to your faith.


  As more systems encourage you to create your own online worlds and niche communities, the easier it becomes to spend time primarily with people who support your views. If people really get on your nerves you can just delete them—right? Of course, hanging out with affinity groups is not a problem in and of itself, but if you do this at the expense of practicing genuine, on-the-ground community life, serious problems can develop in nearly every dimension of life.


  Social psychologist Christena Cleveland has observed that when the church left its historical focus within the neighborhood it ended up becoming homogeneous and consumer-oriented.


  Today’s churchgoers . . . tend to shop for churches that express their individual values and are culturally similar. We often drive by dozens of churches en route to our church, the one that meets our cultural expectations. American society has engaged in an evangelical spiritual consumerism that some scholars pejoratively call “Burger King Christianity.”4


  Not only does living above place disconnect you from the effects of your actions, it enables you to concoct visions regarding the welfare of others without ever being in relationship with them. As Shane Claiborne, cofounder of the Simple Way community in Philadelphia, often says, it’s not that we don’t care about the poor. It’s that we Christians don’t know the poor.5 Living above place makes it possible for you to imagine that if you just pay a tax, the government will take care of people. Or you might assume that each individual should pull themselves up by their own bootstraps and make their own way without needing others. Either way, without a practice of being with diverse neighbors in real-life contexts, it is easy to forget that humans need reciprocal friendships and communities of genuine care if they are to flourish.


  Diverse neighborhoods are growing exponentially in North America, but there are still plenty of places where extreme privacy or various types of exclusion rule the day. And there are still plenty of neighborhoods where everyone looks and acts in similar ways or makes about the same amount of money. In these contexts, it is not enough to be rooted together. As this book will make clear in several ways, healthy rooting together in the local parish requires good partnering connections across parishes as well.


  The Nature of God: Dynamic Relationality and Radical Locatedness


  Christians believe that God is revealed simultaneously as three persons in one being. The Trinity gives you an example of the paradox of individuality and community happening at the same time. This vision of uniqueness in the midst of relational unity pervades Scripture. For example, the apostle Paul gave the church in Corinth this urgent reminder regarding how they should fit together as a body:


  We all said good-bye to our partial and piecemeal lives. We each used to independently call our own shots, but then we entered into a large and integrated life in which he has the final say in everything. . . . The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives together as a church: every part dependent on every other part. . . . You are Christ’s body—that’s who you are! You must never forget this. (1 Corinthians 12 The Message)


  If the nature of God as Trinity models your relational calling, then the incarnation of God demonstrates your missional calling to live into time and place. When God chose to enter the world, it was not in some ethereal generic manner but in a particular family, in a particular town, in a particular country with particular socio-religious practices. Just as Christ “became flesh and blood, and moved into the neighborhood” (John 1:14 The Message), so also the people that comprise the local church in the parish are meant to be a tangible expression of God’s love in the everyday reality of life.


  Shane finds it interesting that the gospel is filled with proper nouns, the names of real people and places, like Jesus of Nazareth.


  The seeds of the gospel are really small. They’re really about meeting God at dinner tables and in living rooms and in little towns that may not be known by the rest of the world. But it seems like that’s exactly what happens when God moves into the neighborhood in Jesus. . . . It’s that which I think we’re invited into is to grow into a neighborhood, to plant ourselves somewhere and to get to know people there, and to see the seeds of the kingdom grow there.6


  When parishioners long to share relationships together, in and for a particular place, it is because they desire to reflect the nature of God in their relationships. They believe this is God’s intention for what it means to be humans together in communion with the Spirit. At the end of the day, our aim is living into the fullness of life that Jesus calls us toward (John 10:10). While a relational and located perspective is at the heart of this book’s understanding of what it means to be the church, it’s also at the heart of what we think it means to be human.


  We believe the notion of a new parish blends insights of contemporary culture, scriptural reflection and theological justification. However, being firsthand witnesses to the renewal in neighborhoods all over North America is what made our passion for these ideas take root. We’ve seen lives changed. We’ve seen communities transformed. Whole systems of brokenness and degradation have been renewed. From these real-life experiences we have become convinced that the new parish is worth our collective attention.


  The Hidden Movement: The Return to Relationality and Place
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“All paths to the future of the church must pass through this book.”
LEONARD SWEET
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