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ABSTRACT 

 

 

2005 saw the closure of the car factory that was once economically, socially and culturally 

central to Longbridge, Birmingham.  Following this, this thesis examines how the Church 

communicates the Gospel there.  Employing practical theological methodology, a case study 

approach exploring the practice of two local churches using ethnographic methods is offered.  

An account of their practical theologies and their significance for God’s mission in 

Longbridge is given. 

 

Data analysis revealed that, over many years, ‘post-industrial’ Longbridge had lost its heart 

and sense of place, wrestled with belonging locally and faced future uncertainty.  The local 

Anglican church uses incarnational theology which views locality as the arena for God’s 

purposes, and counter-culturally preserves local identity amidst deconstructive post-industrial 

forces.  The local Methodist church emphasizes the ‘social holiness’ of Godself, providing 

multiple ways to belong and reviving relatedness between local residents.  

 

This thesis demonstrates the complexities of shaping a practical theology within a rapidly-

changing, destabilised environment, whilst claiming the importance of locally-based church 

practice.  Although the churches cannot offer blueprints for ecclesial life, their comparative 

experiences indicate principles for a practical theology of local churches in post-industrial 

communities, based upon vulnerability, commitment to presence and a conscious seeking to 

serve God’s mission afresh. 



 

 

 

 

Dedicated to the memory of  

Rev. Richard Goodhand 

1951-2013 

Post-industrial priest and friend 



 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

 

I wish to thank Rev. Canon Dr David Hewlett and Rev. Helen Cameron for their invaluable 

academic guidance and personal encouragement throughout the production of this thesis, and 

to Dr Nicola Slee and Rev. Dr Adam Hood for their ongoing support and advice.  My thanks 

also go to all the staff and students at The Queen’s Foundation who have accompanied me 

throughout the research process and influenced me in many ways. 

 

I thank the Church of England for the opportunity to undertake research as part of my training 

for ordained ministry.  I am also grateful for the support of Rev. Richard Goodhand, my 

training incumbent in the Diocese of Southwell and Nottingham, and to colleagues in 

Mansfield Deanery and the Diocese during the final stages of writing. 

 

And finally, I am indebted to the ministers and congregations of St. John Baptist Parish 

Church, Longbridge, and Longbridge Methodist Church, and the people of Longbridge, 

without whose co-operation, honesty and welcome this research would not have been 

possible.  It was a privilege to have shared a part of their ‘post-industrial’ journey. 



 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

INTRODUCTION         1 

 0.0 Introduction        1 

 0.1 Methodology: practical theology     3 

  0.1.1 Qualitative research      9 

  0.1.2 Participant observation     10 

  0.1.3 Questionnaires      14 

  0.1.4 Semi-structured interviews with church participants  15 

  0.1.5 Semi-structured interviews with ‘non-church’ informants 19 

  0.1.6 Documentary and other data     20 

  0.1.7 Reflexivity       20 

  0.1.8 Analysis       22 

 

CHAPTER 1 – LITERATURE REVIEW: CULTURE AND THE LOCAL CHURCH  

24 

 

 1.0 Introduction        24 

 1.1 Congregational studies      24 

 1.2 Denominational cultures      30 

 1.3 Ethnography and theology      31 

 1.4 Contemporary culture and the local church    35 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 2 - NARRATING THE CONTEXT: LONGBRIDGE   45 

 2.1 Longbridge: from agricultural countryside to industrial suburb 45 

 2.2 The changing face of Longbridge: the plant and the community 48 

 2.3 The redevelopment: ‘a new heart for Longbridge’?   51 

2.4 The socio-economic context: post-industrialism   54 

2.5  The local narrative: the experiences of the residents   62 

  2.5.1 The Austin: vitality and identity    62 

  2.5.2 The closure       66 

  2.5.3 Towards post-industrialism: a long journey   69 

  2.5.4 Imagining the future?      75 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 - NARRATING CHRISTIAN PRACTICE: TWO LOCAL CHURCHES 

           80 

 3.0 Introduction         80 

 3.1 The Parish Church of St. John Baptist, Longbridge   80 

  3.1.1 Stability and continuity     85 

  3.1.2 Commitment and participation    87 

  3.1.3 ‘Feeling fragile’      90 

 3.2 Longbridge Methodist Church     98 

  3.2.1 Welcome, openness and relationships   103 

  3.2.2 Belonging: the spiritual and the social   110 

  3.2.3 ‘Moving on’       114 

 

 



CHAPTER 4 - THE PARISH CHURCH OF ST. JOHN BAPTIST, LONGBRIDGE: A 

PRACTICAL THEOLOGY        117 

 

4.0 Introduction        117 

 4.1 St. John Baptist Parish Church, Longbridge    118 

  4.1.1 Parish and place      118 

  4.1.2 Belonging at St. John’s: membership and stewardship 130 

  4.1.3 De-stabilising the foundations    136 

  4.1.4 Losing its place      141 

  4.1.5 Presence... and engagement?     145 

 

CHAPTER 5 - LONGBRIDGE METHODIST CHURCH: A PRACTICAL THEOLOGY 

           151 

 5.1  Longbridge Methodist Church     151 

  5.1.1 Serving the community: outgoing love   151 

  5.1.2 Social holiness and a new connexionality   154 

  5.1.3 The centre of the circle: pilgrimage towards perfection 173 

 

CONCLUSION         183 

 6.1 A theology of vulnerability      188 

 6.2 A theology of presence      188 

 6.3 A theology of seeking       189 

 

APPENDIX A - RESEARCH AGREEMENT AND ETHICAL CODE  191 

 

APPENDIX B - PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET    193 



 

APPENDIX C - SAMPLE OF FIELDNOTES: EXTRACT FROM FIELDNOTES FOR 

FIELDWORK AT LONGBRIDGE METHODIST CHURCH   195 

 

APPENDIX D - CONGREGATIONAL QUESTIONNAIRE: ST. JOHN BAPTIST PARISH 

 CHURCH          196 

 

APPENDIX E - CONGREGATIONAL QUESTIONNAIRE: LONGBRIDGE METHODIST 

CHURCH          198 

 

APPENDIX F - GUIDE FOR SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS WITH CHURCH 

PARTICIPANTS         200 

 

APPENDIX G - INTERVIEWEE INFORMATION SHEET FOR SEMI-STRUCTURED 

INTERVIEWS WITH CHURCH PARTICIPANTS     202 

 

APPENDIX H - SAMPLE OF AN INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT: EXTRACT FROM 

INTERVIEW WITH ST. JOHN’S INTERVIEWEE J    203 

 

APPENDIX I - SAMPLE OF DATA ANALYSIS: EXTRACT FROM THEMATIC 

ANALYSIS OF DATA FROM FIELDWORK AT LONGBRIDGE METHODIST CHURCH 

           205 

 

APPENDIX J - SUMMARY OF FINDINGS FROM FIELDWORK AT ST. JOHN’S 

PARISH CHURCH, LONGBRIDGE       208 

 

APPENDIX K - SUMMARY OF FINDINGS FROM FIELDWORK AT LONGBRIDGE 

METHODIST CHURCH        212 

 

BIBLIOGRAPHY         216 

 Published materials        216 

 Unpublished materials: primary sources     223 

 



1 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

0.0 Introduction 

The closure of the MG Rover car plant in Longbridge, south Birmingham, on 8th April 2005 

proved to have far-reaching implications.  Internationally, it signalled the demise of a once-

global player in motor manufacturing.  Nationally, it symbolised the loss of ‘the last bastion 

of the indigenous British motor industry,’1 and yet another episode in the story of the decline 

of large-scale industry in Britain.  Across the city and region, the economic impact of the loss 

of nearly six-thousand jobs, and the knock-on effect in related supply-chain industries, was 

huge.  Former employees, many of whom had worked there for a considerable length of time, 

found themselves in a vastly-different employment market, calling for local politicians and 

strategists to respond accordingly. 

 

Locally, however, for the communities surrounding the plant, the closure’s impact was 

complex and far more than economic.  Since Herbert Austin first opened his car factory there 

in 1905, the plant and its locality had an intense and multi-layered relationship.  Subsequent 

development of housing and infrastructure was, in large part, to serve this industrial 

expansion, and for almost one-hundred years, Austin’s factory was the main source of 

economic vitality in the area.  But alongside providing employment, the plant was part of the 

place’s physical and social fabric, central to its identity, patterns of community life and the 

stories of many local families.  The demise of the plant therefore brought significant change 

                                                           
1 Gillian Bardsley and Colin Corke, Making Cars at Longbridge: 100 Years in the Life of a Factory (Stroud: The 

History Press, 2006), p. 153. 
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for the locality, further compounded by its demolition and the redevelopment of the vast site 

on which it once stood. 

  

It is the community surrounding the Longbridge plant with which this thesis is concerned.  

More specifically, considered from a theological perspective, it seeks to explore Christian 

discipleship and practice, examining what it is to ‘be Church’ in such a setting.  The changes 

undergone in Longbridge, surrounding death and new life, community and identity, 

economics and justice, raise profound questions to the Christian faith, what the Gospel means 

and how it may be effectively communicated there.  This research will explore how the 

Church does this in the ‘post-industrial’ community of Longbridge and the theological 

principles it employs. 

 

Recent literature exploring the nature of ‘Church’, notably the Church of England report 

Mission-Shaped Church,2 has highlighted the dialogical relationship between Church and 

context for authentic Christian practice, demonstrating that the Church is fundamentally 

missional in focus.  This thesis offers an in-depth study of how the Church enacts this mission 

within a particular context, and in so doing, contributes to knowledge surrounding this 

contextual approach to ecclesiology and mission.  The research also has affinity with urban 

theology, concerned with theological reflection on the social, cultural and economic features 

of urban life.  Most specifically, through the analysis of this context, it focusses specifically 

on ‘post-industrial’ urban settings.  Despite the changes experienced in Longbridge being 

shared by countless similar contexts nationally since the 1970s, the nature of Christian 

practice in such contexts has received little explicit, detailed attention.  This research therefore 

                                                           
2 Church of England, Mission-shaped Church: Church Planting and Fresh Expressions of Church in a Changing 

Context (London: Church House, 2004). 
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offers focussed exploration of ‘post-industrialism’ in Longbridge, drawing attention to the 

theological, ecclesiological and missiological issues at stake in similar communities.  In 

particular, it explores Christian engagement with the ‘working-class’ when notions of class 

are being significantly reconfigured. 

  

0.1 Methodology: Practical Theology 

In its exploration of Christian practice and ‘being Church’ within Longbridge, this study 

belongs in the field of practical theology.  Concerned with the connection between theology 

and Christian practice, recent years have seen developments in the discipline which 

reconceive their relationship.  Understood as the ‘critical reflection on faithful practice,’3 

practical theology is underpinned by an epistemology which claims that theological 

knowledge is situated and emerges from experience.  Based on an incarnational theology, its 

foundational premise is that the world is the ‘stage’ for the redeeming activity of God, and 

specific contexts are the ‘place of encounter with the infinite mystery of God.’4  Drawing an 

analogy with a play, Swinton and Mowat assert that practical theology concerns ‘the faithful 

performance of the gospel’5 in contextually-appropriate ways, whilst remaining consistent 

with the basic plot and structure of Christianity.6  Hence, it is a hermeneutic discipline, which 

recognises that theological knowledge exists only through the lens of human experience and 

God’s interaction with the world.  Concrete situations are the starting point of theology, 

posing critical questions to faith’s resources and traditions to shape new theological 

                                                           
3 Elaine Graham, Heather Walton and Frances Ward, Theological Reflection: Methods (London: SCM Press, 

2005), p. 2. 
4 Helen Cameron, Deborah Bhatti, Catherine Duce, James Sweeney and Clare Watkins, Talking about God in 

Practice: Theological Action Research and Practical Theology (London: SCM Press, 2010), p. 23. 
5 John Swinton and Harriet Mowat, Practical Theology and Qualitative Research (London: SCM, 2006), p. 4. 
6 Swinton and Mowat, p. 4-5. 
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awareness for that context.7  However, emerging from practical concerns, this new theology 

informs Christian response.  Therefore, practical theology is properly located within the 

Church, the community committed to faithful action in the world.8 

 

Consequently, examining the life of a Christian community within a specific context reveals 

its understanding of God which informs everything it does.  This ‘theological identity’9 is 

unique to each Christian community and is evident through the broadest understanding of 

‘Christian practice’, to include any and all aspects of their habits, worship and structures.  

Christian practices are ‘performative speech acts’10 about God and ‘faith-carrying words and 

actions,’11 shaped by context and experience. 

 

However, a contextual understanding of theology invites questions over its relationship to 

inherited theological tradition and value judgements about its perceived faithfulness to the 

Gospel.  A seminal text here has been Bevans’ Models of Contextual Theology, which models 

six ways in which the Gospel (theology) and culture (context) have been understood to 

interact.  At each end of a continuum, the translation model sees theology as a static, 

unchangeable core of ideas, which simply needs translating into the idioms of a new culture,12 

whilst the anthropological model privileges culture, asking how God is present with little 

reference to pre-existing doctrines or concepts.13  The middle ground is occupied by the 

synthetic model, which sees the context, pre-existing theological ideas, and other insights as 

                                                           
7 D. J. Tidball, ‘Practical and Pastoral Theology’ in David Atkinson and David Field (eds.), New Dictionary of 

Christian ethics and Pastoral Theology (Leicester: IVP, 1995), p. 42. 
8 Swinton and Mowat, p. 24.  
9 Helen Cameron, Resourcing Mission: Practical Theology for Changing Churches (London: SCM, 2010), p. 4. 
10 Cameron et al, Talking about God in Practice, p. 13.  
11 Cameron et al, Talking about God in Practice, p. 14. 
12 Stephen B. Bevans, Models of Contextual Theology.  Revised edition (Maryknoll: Orbis, 2002), chapter 4. 
13 Bevans, chapter 5. 
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dialogue partners engaged in a mutually-informing conversation.14  The transcendental model 

privileges subjectivity, seeing theology as a changed mindset where one recognises the self in 

relation to God.15  The praxis model starts with culture to engage theological reflection to 

purposely shape action to liberate the oppressed.16  Finally, the counter-cultural model 

engages with culture, but maintains a critical stance and prophetic theology and practice.17  

Bevans does not promote one model as better than the others, but declares that different 

circumstances demand different approaches to the relationship between theology and 

culture.18 

 

Following Bevans’ line, in literature surrounding practical theology, two models and their 

accompanying methodologies dominate, as noted by Ward.19  In texts viewing practical 

theology as a tool to shape contextually-appropriate Christian action, the praxis model is 

prominent, often employing the pastoral cycle as a solution-focussed way of engaging with 

culture, as shown in Cameron’s Resourcing Mission, a handbook for practitioners seeking to 

reflect on their context and hone their practice.20  Similarly, congregational ‘action 

researchers’, such as Moschella,21 employ similar principles.  Conversely, theological 

congregational studies, such as Fulkerson’s theological account of the practice of a multi-

cultural congregation,22 are influenced by the dialogic approach of the synthetic model (often 

                                                           
14 Bevans, chapter 7. 
15Bevans, chapter 8. 
16 Bevans, chapter 6. 
17 Bevans, chapter 9. 
18 Bevans, p. 140. 
19 Helen Cameron, Philip Richter, Douglas Davies and Frances Ward (eds.), Studying Local Churches: A 

Handbook (London: SCM, 2005), pp. 23f. 
20 Cameron, Resourcing Mission, pp. 8-10. 
21 Mary Clark Moschella, Ethnography as a Pastoral Practice: An Introduction (Cleveland: Pilgrim, 2008). 
22 Mary McClintock Fulkerson, Places of Redemption: Theology for a Worldly Church (Oxford: Oxford UP, 

2010) 
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called ‘critical correlation’) to describe the various experiences and theological resources 

which have shaped a congregation’s life and nurtured their distinctive theology. 

 

By examining the practice and theology of churches within the context of Longbridge, 

recognising the complex ‘conversational’ process by which they have been shaped by 

experience, history, theology and other insights, this thesis fits most comfortably within the 

latter approach.  However, it is important to note developments and critiques within the 

Gospel/culture debate.  For Ward, in Participation and Mediation, a significant account of 

practical theology for the contemporary Church, such dualistic discussions are problematic: 

overcomplicated and indicative – unintentionally, in Bevans’ case23 - of practical contextual 

theology’s modernistic roots.24  For him, theology is inherently cultural (for even the work of 

the professional theologian is a cultural practice deriving from contextual concerns25), 

rejecting the notion that theological reflection on culture and context can be done as an 

objective process.26  Practitioners are unavoidably culturally-embedded; they cannot step 

outside of it to reflect, and this thesis acknowledges this of the ‘conversations’ which have 

shaped the theologies of the churches studied.  Rather, he emphasises practical theology’s 

missional character, oriented towards expressing God’s purposes through practice in concrete 

contexts: God’s mission is, again, incarnational and realised in culture.  A key concept is 

‘participation’: through participating in Christian practice in the Church, one also participates 

in the divine life of the missional, communal, Triune God,27 meaning that the study of 

Christian practices is not simply a sociological study of human actions, but a spiritual 

                                                           
23 Pete Ward, Participation and Mediation: A Practical Theology for the Liquid Church (London: SCM, 2008), 

p. 56. 
24 Ward, pp. 33, 55. 
25 Ward, p. 41. 
26 Ward, p. 48. 
27 Ward, chapter 5. 
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endeavour to articulate divine activity.28  His second key concept is ‘mediation’: expressing 

theology in the Christian community, whether through word or practice, ‘mediates divine 

being’29 in concrete, contextual ways.  This study examines how Christians participate 

missionally in God’s activity and mediate God’s being in the post-industrial context of 

Longbridge. 

 

Ward highlights how practical theology blurs boundaries between traditional theological sub-

disciplines.  It is explicitly missiological, but he also implicitly indicates its alignment with 

ecclesiology, in its concern with the life and being of the Christian community.  However, 

such ecclesiology should recognise what Healy describes as the ‘concrete church’: that is, a 

messy reality shaped both by human activity, with all of its sin and failure, and the site of the 

activity of the Holy Spirit.30  For him, the only way to study and understand expressions of 

Church is theologically.31  For him, ecclesiology cannot be a blueprint, an ideal concept of 

how to ‘be Church’, but a recognition of a plurality of local, practical ecclesiologies emerging 

through the theological, missional practice of Christian communities serving their contexts.32 

 

This study explores practical theology, the ‘faithful performance of the gospel’, on the ‘stage’ 

which is Longbridge, with its numerous challenges and changes as a post-industrial 

community.  The study begins (chapter one) with a review of the literature surrounding the 

relationship between local churches, as contextual expressions of the Church, and their 

cultural context, examining trends in how it has been understood theoretically, studied 

                                                           
28 Ward, p. 98. 
29 Ward, p. 98. 
30 Nicholas M. Healy, Church, World and the Christian Life: Practical-Prophetic Ecclesiology (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University: 2000), pp. 4-5. 
31 Healy, pp. 4-5. 
32 Healy, p. 39. 



8 

 

practically and explored in relation to contemporary urban experience.  Chapter two then 

focusses on the specific urban context of Longbridge, employing historical and socio-

economic insights, alongside the voices of policy-makers and local residents to build a 

thorough understanding of the community and the prevailing issues to which Christian 

practice and mission must respond and address. 

 

Chapter three then explores Christian practice in this context.  It explores the practice of local 

churches, recognising that each possesses a unique ‘practical theology.’  Appropriate to the 

scale of this thesis, two churches were examined, to demonstrate contrasting ways they 

operate within this post-industrial context.  Whilst both were situated in Longbridge, the 

precise geographic location of the churches and their historic relation to the plant bring 

different missiological and ecclesiological emphases to their practice.  Further, the churches 

were deliberately-chosen to be of different denominations, Anglican and Methodist, to 

demonstrate how the theological motifs held as especially authoritative by each tradition have 

shaped local practical theologies.  Chapter three therefore gives a thorough description of 

each church community, introducing the form, features and main themes of their practice and 

highlighting the unique combination of experiences, insights and resources which have 

shaped it.   

 

Chapters four and five draw the preceding insights together.  From an exploration of context 

and description of local church practices, an account of the ‘practical theology’ of each will 

be given, describing the theological, missiological and ecclesiological principles underpinning 

their life, with attention to how each ‘mediates’ the Gospel practically in the particular setting 

of Longbridge.  The specificity of context and the integrity of the process by which each 
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church has uniquely formulated its practice in Longbridge means that the goal of this thesis 

cannot be to propose a universal, generalizable theory by which local churches should ‘be 

Church’ in Longbridge, nor in similar post-industrial communities.  However, it can highlight 

issues, stimulate thinking and contribute to the practical theological awareness of other 

practitioners and theologians.  Consequently, the thesis concludes with an exploration of how 

it develops pre-existing thinking in the field exploring the relationship between the local 

church, theology and culture, particularly contemporary urban culture, whilst proposing 

principles for a practical theology for changing, post-industrial communities.  

 

0.1.1 Qualitative research  

This study’s epistemology states that knowledge is situated, interpreted and practical.  Hence, 

a qualitative methodology is most appropriate to study the life and practices of the two 

churches.  Denzin and Lincoln assert that ‘qualitative researchers study things in their natural 

settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings 

people bring to them.’33  Like practical theology, qualitative research does not produce 

universally-applicable knowledge, adopting instead a ‘grounded theory’ approach where the 

researcher suspends prior assumptions and discovers a theology in the field.34  Grounded 

theory is a fluid process of interaction between empirical data, research questions and 

secondary reading, from which knowledge gradually emerges.35  Hence, the central research 

question needs to be ‘simple and modest’, a research purpose designed to give an entry into 

the field.36  The question, field and methods employed may change, evolve or refine as more 

is discovered.  This study’s concern with Christian practice within a particular community 

                                                           
33 N. K Denzin and Y. S. Lincoln, Collecting and Interpreting Qualitative Materials (Thousand Oaks: Sage, 

1998), p. 3, cited by Swinton and Mowat, p. 29. 
34 Uwe Flick, An Introduction to Qualitative Research, second edition (London: SAGE, 2002), p. 41. 
35 Swinton and Mowat, p. 54. 
36 Swinton and Mowat, p. 54. 
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proved sufficiently modest to enable focus, yet open to complexities and unexpected insights.  

The theory that develops is not a statement of empirical fact, but is, ultimately, another 

‘version’ of the world, a perspective through which the field is perceived.37  Hence, 

qualitative research, like practical theology, provides a ‘thick description’, not a universal 

theory, which raises questions and opens possibilities for those reflecting on other contexts: it 

can ‘enable someone interested in making a transfer to reach a conclusion about whether 

transfer can be contemplated as a possibility.’38 

 

Whilst qualitative research comprises a range of theoretical positions,39 the symbolic 

interactionist approach accords most clearly with practical theology.  Symbolic interactionism 

similarly connects actions, meanings and experience, asserting that people ‘act toward things 

on the basis of the meanings that the things have for them,’40 acknowledging that meanings 

are revised in the light of experience.41  Research explores the meanings subjects attribute to 

their situation and behaviour.42  Since this study explores the practice and the underlying 

theologies used by local churches within the Longbridge context, its primary concern is with 

reconstructing the subjective viewpoints of the Christian practitioners in the congregations. 

  

0.1.2 Participant observation 

Participant observation is a dominant method in symbolic interactionist qualitative research, 

and formed the basis of this fieldwork.  It is an ethnographic method where the researcher 

participates in the field for a sustained period to ‘understand the lives of people in their own 

                                                           
37 Flick, p. 43. 
38 Y. S. Lincoln and E. G. Guba, Naturalistic Enquiry (London: Sage, 1985), p. 316, cited by Swinton and 

Mowat, p. 46. 
39 See Flick, pp. 16-28. 
40 H. Blumer, Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of 

California, 1969), p. 2, cited by Flick, An Introduction to Qualitative Research, p. 17. 
41 Flick, p. 33. 
42 Flick, p. 16. 
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terms,’43 and discern the habits, symbols and language that is ‘meaningful, reasonable and 

normal’44 there.  Through immersion in the field’s everyday rhythms and practices, the 

researcher understands these ‘reasonable’ meanings that shape and are shaped by experience.  

As DeWalt and DeWalt explain, participation in ordinary life gives access to both ‘explicit’ 

and ‘tacit’ aspects of a culture: that is, features explicitly acknowledged by participants and 

those that ‘largely remain outside our awareness and consciousness.’45  However, this 

involves negotiating a fine line between participating and observing: Fielding comments that 

‘creative insight’ emerges from the tension between being simultaneously an insider and an 

outsider:46 enough participation is required to recognize fully the experiences of subjects, but 

too much means that the symbols and habits become too ‘reasonable’ and normal that they 

become invisible to the researcher.  Rather, ‘one must maintain a certain detachment in order 

to take the data and interpret it.’47 

 

In January-April 2009, I spent eight weeks at each church consecutively as a participant-

observer, immersed in their life and culture, by attending worship, events, community work 

and other official church activities.  ‘Christian practice’ was considered broadly, based on the 

awareness that all aspects of church life are informed by an underlying practical theology.  

Access to each church was negotiated through the leading minister, with whom I discussed 

the study’s aims and purpose, what my involvement would entail and ethical matters.  They 

then were given a Research Agreement and Ethical Code (appendix A), which they were 

invited to change where they saw appropriate, after which it was signed my both myself and 

                                                           
43 Paula Maykut and Richard Morehouse, Beginning Qualitative Research: A Philosophical and Practical Guide 

(London and Philadelphia: Routledge/Falmer, 1994), p. 69. 
44 E. Goffman, Asylums (New York: Doubleday, 1961), pp. ix-x, cited by Nigel Fielding, ‘Ethnography’ in Nigel 

Gilbert (ed.), Researching Social Life (London: SAGE, 1993), p. 156. 
45 Kathleen M. DeWalt and Billie R. DeWalt, Participant Observation: a Guide for Fieldworkers (Walnut 

Creek: Alta Mira Press, 2002), p. 1. 
46 Fielding, p. 160. 
47 Fielding, p. 158. 
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them.  Each minister was informed that although the churches would be identifiable, names 

and identifying details of informants and interviewees would not be used within fieldnotes, 

transcripts or the finished thesis, and all data will be stored securely in password-protected 

files.  The minister retained the right to withdraw consent for any or all data to be used at any 

time before submission.  Since I was accountable to the minister as both gatekeeper and one 

with pastoral charge of the church community, I entered various aspects of church life only 

with their consent.  I also met with the ministers at the beginning, during and at the end of the 

fieldwork, to clarify questions, discuss emerging themes and ask for suggestions for routes 

forward.  However, I was conscious of over-relying on each minister’s perspective, and 

developed relationships with several key informants at each church to provide variety and 

breadth.  It was valuable that both ministers, when introducing me to their congregations, 

encouraged participants to converse with me and invite me to any activities they thought 

relevant, which participants often did.  After analysis and a substantial draft of the thesis was 

written, but before submission, I met with the ministers to present a verbal and written 

summary of the findings and conclusions about their church (appendices J and K) to maintain 

their awareness of the study’s progress.  As one of the ministers later left their position, 

contact was made with the new minister to share the summary and ensure their awareness of 

the project. 

  

My researcher status was overt throughout, since covert behaviour was neither necessary nor 

ethical.  It also enabled me to freely question informants.  This openness enabled participants 

to become ‘collaborators’ in the research process, and, as Maykut and Morehouse assert, 

‘mutually shape and determine what we come to understand about them and their situation.’48  

                                                           
48 Maykut and Morehouse, p. 70. 
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However, since many church events were public gatherings, where not all people would be 

aware of my project, I took many opportunities to reiterate my role.  At the beginning of 

involvement with each church, I addressed the congregation in worship, describing the aims, 

process and confidentiality of the research, and inviting them to contact me for any 

clarification.  A ‘Participant Information Sheet’ (appendix B) summarizing this information in 

accessible language and my contact details was displayed in each church for the duration of 

the research.  This outlined their right to see references to themselves in the fieldnotes and 

withdraw comments at any time.  When attending activities, I ensured the relevant leaders 

were aware of my status.  Additionally, at their invitation, I addressed the Parochial Church 

Council (the decision-making body) of the Anglican church at the beginning of the research, 

who gave their permission for the fieldwork to be undertaken.  This church also described my 

research and printed my contact details in its weekly bulletin over several weeks.   

 

Throughout the fieldwork, I made detailed fieldnotes (appendix C), initially briefly recording 

my observations in a notebook or on a dictaphone, in the field where feasible, before typing 

more detailed notes as soon as possible afterwards.  Each entry was numbered for referencing 

purposes.  These notes purely described observations and recorded facts for later analysis.  As 

far as possible, I recorded speech verbatim, indicating instances where only a précis was 

offered.  Any personal interpretation or analysis was recorded separately to avoid colouring 

subsequent analysis.   I also separately recorded my feelings at participating in the fieldwork, 

which, as Fielding notes, helps to understand the shifts in perspective as time progressed.49  

To ensure confidentiality, use of names was avoided in fieldnotes, and each informant was 

                                                           
49 Fielding, p. 162. 
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identified by a letter (not their initial).  Fieldnotes were stored securely in a password-

protected computer file. 

 

As fieldwork progresses, participant observation becomes increasingly focussed, from a 

general introduction to the field, to identifying dominant themes which are then tested and 

revised.50  For the first three to four weeks at each church, participant observation was the 

sole method employed, enabling orientation to the general culture of the church through 

immersion in all aspects of its life.  This period also encouraged trust to develop between 

myself and participants, where questions could be asked by both sides and responses freely 

given.  However, participant observation had limitations.  A frequent challenge was finding 

clarity over what constitutes ‘church activity.’  For example, there was ambiguity around the 

status of events supported by the church and held on church premises, yet not formally 

managed by the church.  Here, I was guided by what church participants considered to be 

‘church.’  Similarly, surrounding ‘official’ church activity is a network of informal 

relationships and interactions between church participants which may be understood as 

expressing Christian community, but about which I was unaware and in which I was unable to 

participate.  Further, there were some necessary restrictions on access, particularly 

surrounding sensitive pastoral ministry. 

  

0.1.3 Questionnaires 

These limitations led me to supplement participant observation with other complimentary 

research methods.  After the initial orientation to the field, an overview of the demographic 

and other factual features of the congregation was necessary to provide a context to the 

                                                           
50 Flick, p. 139. 
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cultural and symbolic aspects of the church.  Consequently, participants were asked to 

complete an anonymous questionnaire (appendices D and E) given out at worship which 

explored demographic data, proximity of respondents’ home to church, frequency of 

attendance, length of involvement, reasons for attending and other significant sites for them 

locally – all issues which arose in the initial participant observation as having possible 

relevance.  The questionnaire also gave an opportunity to obtain qualitative data, so five 

short-answer, open-ended questions were included concerning respondents’ experiences and 

perceptions of both the church and the local area.  These were extremely valuable in 

highlighting and affirming recurring themes discerned in participant observation.  Before the 

questionnaires were circulated, a copy was shown to the minister for approval and comment, 

with one minister usefully suggesting a valuable additional question.  The wording of the 

questionnaire varied between churches to account for denominational differences.  

Questionnaires were available in church for several weeks, both at Sunday and mid-week 

services.  Whilst response rates were high (around 73% of the average Sunday congregation 

for the Anglican study, around 60% for the Methodist study), it is acknowledged that the 

results are not necessarily wholly representative, since they may not include responses from 

the very young or illiterate, and may also have been completed by one-off visitors.  Despite 

this, the results were valuable in the process of grounded theory, highlighting salient features 

of the field for further exploration and revision. 

 

0.1.4 Semi-structured interviews with church participants 

By emphasizing concretely-observable phenomena, participant observation is limited in its 

capacity to reconstruct the ‘biographical processes or stocks of knowledge which are the 
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background of practices that can be observed.’51  Consequently, interviews commonly 

supplement participant observation, and, in this study, interviews with church participants 

were undertaken during the second half of the fieldwork period at each church.  ‘Church 

participant’ refers to those who consider themselves part of the church, through regularly 

attending worship and church activities.  Following that reality is only accessible through 

interpretations, interviews allow interviewees to articulate their ‘subjective theory’, their 

‘complex stock of knowledge’, about the topic being studied.52  Here, narratives are 

particularly valuable sources of information, offering complete accounts of a respondent’s 

interpretation of their experiences. 

 

Given this, careful decisions were made about the amount of interviewer intervention.  

Standardized interviews rely, like questionnaires, on a strict format enabling the comparability 

of data, but restricting the free expression which yields a complete account of the 

interviewee’s subjective theory.  Alternatively, unstructured interviews allowing for narrative 

flow, possibly with one question to start the conversation, exemplify the open-mindedness of 

ethnography, but restrict comparability.  Wengraf distinguishes between theory-building 

interviews, used to broadly explore a given field or topic, requiring less structure, and theory-

testing interviews, requiring more.53  Since the interviews were used once several key themes 

had emerged, the ‘semi-structured interview’, a middle-way, was chosen, which tested and 

explored these themes in greater depth whilst retaining some freedom for new insights to 

develop.  An interview guide was used which outlined topics to be covered, with suggested 

(not compulsory) questions to elicit the desired information (appendix F).  This approach 

                                                           
51 Flick, p. 145. 
52 Flick, p. 80. 
53 Tom Wengraf, Qualitative Research Interviewing: Biographic Narrative and Semi-structured Methods 

(London: SAGE, 2001), p. 60. 
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required a flexibility to divert from the interview guide where potentially fruitful data 

emerged, changing the order of questions and making judgments as to when topic areas have 

been covered in the appropriate depth. 

 

Since the interviews were used to explore emerging themes under the model of grounded 

theory, it was appropriate to employ a ‘theoretical’ approach to defining the interview sample.  

Since questions of involvement in the church – reasons for, length and nature of – and age, 

presented themselves as especially relevant for understanding participants’ experiences of 

church and area, the chosen sample reflected these, alongside more general categories of 

gender and socio-economic background.  The majority of interviewees were resident in the 

immediate locality, which both reflected the locally-based nature of each congregation and 

revealed first-hand experiences of the area.  Each church’s minister was approached with 

these categories, for which they suggested numerous people from which I chose a useful 

range.  Ten interviews were undertaken at each church, including the minister.  Of the twenty 

undertaken overall, four were with couples and one with a family with adult children.  Whilst 

eliciting the views of more people, this also recognized that ‘constructing social reality’ 

frequently occurs in ‘common narratives of family members for example.’54  Different voices 

can jog memories and stimulate new insights55: indeed, rich data was often yielded when 

couples explored and disagreed over topics in discussions where the interviewer played a 

minimal role.  A disadvantage of this approach is that individual viewpoints can be 

obscured,56 but it acknowledges that for these people, their experience of church is 

intrinsically-linked with their fellow interviewee(s). 

 

                                                           
54 Flick, p. 112. 
55 Flick, p. 113. 
56 Flick, p. 123. 
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Each interview lasted between one and two hours, and most took place at the interviewee’s 

home, or at the church if they preferred.  Prior to the interview, I explained the purposes of the 

research, the interview format, and interviewee’s right to refuse to answer or withdraw 

consent at any time.  They were assured that any names would be anonymised and any 

identifying details would not be used in the finished thesis.  They were given an Interviewee 

Information Sheet (appendix G) with this information and my contact details.  Permission to 

record the interview was sought and they were informed of their right to request recording to 

be ceased at any stage.  Each interview was transcribed (appendix H) afterwards and sent to 

the interviewee for correction and the opportunity to indicate comments they wished to retract 

or not be quoted.  In the transcripts, each interviewee was identified by a letter (not their 

initial), and for referencing purposes, each of their comments sequentially numbered.57  

Interviewees from St. John’s church are referred to as SJ Interviewees, and those from 

Longbridge Methodist as LM Interviewees. 

   

Interviews covered two main areas: firstly, the interviewee’s experiences and views of the 

church, and secondly, their experiences and views about the context, in order to explore 

processes of reflection on context that have shaped church practice.  Demonstrating the 

complex and organic nature of practical theological reflection, the sections were not 

necessarily explored in a mutually-exclusive fashion.  Following Maykut and Morehouse’s 

suggestion, each section began with ‘non-controversial’ questions,58 factual enquiries about 

interviewees’ involvement with the church and area, before moving onto questions requiring 

the expression of opinions.  The more challenging, thought-provoking questions – for 

example about the church’s purpose, changes in the church or area and predictions for the 

                                                           
57 For example, the sixtieth comment made by Interviewee B is referred to as B60. 
58 Maykut and Morehouse, p. 94. 
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future - came in the second-half of each interview, once trust and rapport had developed.  

However, the opportunistic nature of the semi-structured interview, where interviewers must 

be flexible and responsive to the interviewee’s comments,59 meant that each interview, whilst 

covering the desired topics, varied considerably in structure.  At the end of every interview, I 

encouraged interviewees to add any comments they thought relevant. 

 

0.1.5 Semi-structured interviews with ‘non-church’ informants 

Interacting with and interviewing church participants living locally gave a broad 

understanding of the features of Longbridge and the experiences of living and ministering 

there.  However, to probe more thoroughly into these features, their insights were 

supplemented by interviews with ten other people (divided between the two immediate 

locations of the churches) living or working locally, but not closely identified with the 

churches.  Identified with the help of the ministers, although not necessarily known personally 

by them, interviewees were chosen to represent a specific area of community experience that 

had proven worthy of further exploration during participant observation, including those from 

community organizations, youth work and local businesses.  These interviews functioned as 

‘expert interviews’ as described by Flick, where much of the discussion focussed on their 

experience in their specific field.60  Each was made aware of the purposes of the research, 

matters of confidentiality and their rights to withdraw data concerning them.  Owing to time 

constraints, these interviews were not recorded or transcribed, but comprehensive, 

anonymised notes made.  Within the thesis, these informants are described as ‘Community 

Interviewees.’  

 

                                                           
59 Maykut and Morehouse, p. 94. 
60 Flick, pp. 89-90. 
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0.1.6 Documentary and other data 

Church documents such as mission statements, church magazines, newssheets, minutes of 

meetings and histories were also analysed as sources for discerning the priorities, meanings 

and values of each church. 

 

Alongside written data, the spaces and visual artefacts of each church were similarly valuable.  

Changes in the physical structure of the church buildings and how each space is arranged and 

used, as well as displays, proved powerful symbols about church self-identity, sense of 

purpose and social interactions.  Symbolic interactionism and practical theology assert that 

nothing is insignificant: all words and actions are the bearer of meaning. 

 

0.1.7 Reflexivity 

If understanding emerges through interpretation and reflection on experience, and that 

interpretation is informed by multiple voices and influences, then the researcher is not neutral 

and objective, merely reporting facts, but is actively engaged in constructing an interpretation 

of the situation.  Swinton and Mowat claim that the researcher is the ‘primary research tool’61 

who needs to exercise careful reflexivity, ‘a mode of knowing which accepts the impossibility 

of the researcher standing outside of the research field and seeks to incorporate that 

knowledge creatively and effectively.’62  Whilst immersion in the field encourages an 

appreciation of participants’ viewpoints, I reflected critically on how my existing worldview 

and biases shape my process of interpretation, and attempted to scrutinize and minimize their 

impact.  In particular, as a practicing Anglican, I have been aware of how my engagement 

with the Methodist case study differed to the Anglican study because of my relative 

                                                           
61 Swinton and Mowat, p. 50. 
62 Swinton and Mowat, p. 59. 
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unfamiliarity with Methodist tradition, theology and structures.  This unfamiliarity may have 

potentially been an advantage, increasing my attentiveness to the setting and my willingness 

to ask questions.  However, as the second church I engaged with, I was also aware that my 

engagement with it lacked the ‘innocence’ I brought to the first, for by then I had pre-

conceived ideas about the context and Christian practice that I had to monitor to remain 

attentive to its distinctive features. 

 

Further, when researchers become participants, it must be recognized that they are ‘co-

creators’ of the ‘mode and content of the encounter.’63  This requires further self-awareness of 

the ways in which their presence affects the reality under study, managing this sensitively and 

accounting for its impact on the research where necessary.  As an ordinand during the 

fieldwork, I was conscious that this status could carry associations (such as power and 

authority) which may affect - positively and negatively - participants’ interactions with me.  

Therefore, I distanced myself from roles associated with clergy, such as leading worship and 

activities.  Also, in a community which has been the subject of much research recently, use of 

the word ‘researcher’ may carry other associations.  Hence, I was careful to fully describe the 

nature of my research, often referring to it as a project.  In order to reduce the sense of 

difference between myself and the participants, I was conscious to dress and speak 

appropriately, and monitor the ‘messages’ given by my appearance and demeanour.  

However, there were some aspects of myself I could not alter, such as my gender, age, accent 

and ethnicity, which, I was conscious may condition the ways people engaged with me. 

 

                                                           
63 Swinton and Mowat, p. 61. 
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Reflexivity surrounding the process through which each church has shaped their practical 

theology was also necessary.  Practical theology is a hermeneutic enterprise and my analysis 

of it should involve a ‘hermeneutic of suspicion’: that is, as Swinton and Mowat describe, 

recognising the ‘reality of sin, the need for redemption and the inevitable uncertainty and 

fickleness of human knowledge and understanding.’64  For example, it was important to 

recognise how the demographic, social and cultural features of each congregation shape their 

experience of their context and discernment of God’s mission there, and acknowledge 

opportunities where the integrity and Christian faithfulness of this process may be 

compromised. 

 

0.1.8 Analysis 

In grounded theory, analysis of the vast amounts of data gleaned occurs throughout the 

fieldwork period.  Reflecting on their experiences and observations, the researcher is in a 

continual process of interpretation, identifying prevailing themes and noting potential 

theories, which are then tested, reviewed and refined until a thorough grasp of the setting has 

been achieved.  This process was aided here by the keeping of separate notes and reflections 

which recorded and enabled interpretation, and by engagement with a breadth of secondary 

literature which drew attention to and encouraged deeper exploration of multiple aspects of 

the setting. 

 

However, systematic analysis was also required at the end of the process, to bring ‘order, 

structure and meaning to the complicated mass of qualitative data.’65  Qualitative research 

involves the generation of a series of dense ‘texts’, such as fieldnotes, transcripts and 

                                                           
64 Swinton and Mowat, p. 10. 
65 Swinton and Mowat, p. 57. 



23 

 

documents, interpreted accounts deriving from the researcher and participants that function as 

a ‘substitute for the reality under study.’66  Before commencing analysis, I allowed a short 

time to elapse to bring fresh perspective and insight to the task.  I then returned to the 

emergent themes and examined the data thoroughly to test these further.  I indexed texts and 

data against the initial themes, which were then revised or expanded as I grew more fully 

aware of the nuances of the emerging ‘theory.’67  Although this process was complex and 

time-consuming, it enabled thorough familiarity with the data.  The result was a clear and 

manageable document which gave an evidenced account of the patterns, themes and theories 

in a thorough and multi-faceted fashion (appendix I).  From this, the process of presenting the 

findings and giving an account of the social, cultural and theological features of Longbridge 

and the churches studied could begin. 

                                                           
66 Flick, p. 30. 
67 A description of this approach to analysis is found in Fielding, pp. 167-168. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

LITERATURE REVIEW: CULTURE AND THE LOCAL CHURCH 
 

 

1.0 Introduction 

In recent years, academic interest in the dynamic between local churches, their context and 

theology has been broad and interdisciplinary, emerging from varied concerns and privileging 

different aspects of their relationship.  This chapter will review the dominant strands within 

this field to facilitate a deeper understanding of where this study is situated and contributes to 

knowledge.  It begins by examining literature primarily concerned with the study of local 

churches, before exploring work which considers the dominant features of contemporary 

culture and how Christian practice and local churches may respond.  The review demonstrates 

the natural links between this field of enquiry and the developments in the discipline of 

practical theology witnessed in recent decades. 

 

 

1.1  Congregational studies 

As a study of specific local churches, this research is most obviously situated in the field of 

congregational studies.  Whilst congregations have been studied for more than fifty years, it 

has been since the 1980s that ‘congregational studies’ has emerged as an identifiable, yet still 

rather amorphous, discipline.  In the initial chapter of their anthology concerned with the 

growth of congregational studies within the UK,68 Woodhead, Guest and Tusting helpfully 

identify two major strands within the field’s global development.  Firstly, ‘extrinsic’ 

                                                           
68 Woodhead, Guest and Tusting, ‘Congregational Studies: Taking Stock’ in Mathew Guest, Karin Tusting and 

Linda Woodhead (eds.), Congregational Studies in the UK: Christianity in a Post-Christian Context (Aldershot: 

Ashgate, 2004), pp. 1-23. 
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congregational studies, the older of the two strands evident from the 1950s, are primarily 

concerned with studying local churches as part of broader social and ecclesial agendas: for 

example, the field of church-growth/health, and a concern for perceived social breakdown and 

how churches exemplify or address this.69  Conversely, from the 1970s, they identify the 

emergence of ‘intrinsic’ studies of local churches, and it is these that are most commonly 

associated with the emergence of the specific discipline of ‘congregational studies’.70  

Intrinsic studies are more introspective, seeking to ‘provide a portrait of analysis of a 

congregation (or congregations) on its (or their) own terms and for its (or their) own sake.’71  

The aim is primarily (self-)understanding and they assert that this is the dominant direction 

congregational studies has most recently taken in the United Kingdom.72 

 

This development is undergirded by a notion that each congregation possesses its own unique 

way of being and identity, most neatly summarised by Becker, in her influential study 

Congregations in Conflict, as ‘idioculture’.73  She, and others, assert that local churches have 

distinct understandings of their ‘core tasks’ and ‘legitimate ways of doing things,’74 which 

emerge from a unique combination of factors, including, amongst others, history and 

experiences, size, polity and theological ideology.75  Becker shows that congregational studies 

is primarily the task of providing a ‘thick description’ of the idiosyncratic features of church 

groups and their way of being.  Her work demonstrates how intrinsic congregational studies 

do not provide generalizable theories or overarching blueprints for local church life.  Rather, 

                                                           
69 Woodhead et al., pp. 2-9. 
70 Woodhead et al, pp. 9-18. 
71 Woodhead et al, p. 9. 
72 Woodhead, Guest and Tusting, ‘Congregational Studies: Taking Stock’, p. 18. 
73 Penny Edgell Becker, Congregations in Conflict: Cultural Models of Local Religious Life (Cambridge: 

Cambridge UP, 1999), p. 9. 
74 Becker, p. 7. 
75 Becker, p. 5. 



26 

 

it aims to provide in-depth awareness of specific churches to highlight pertinent issues and 

contribute to a broadened awareness of congregational life, often in relation to specific issues. 

 

Within intrinsic congregational studies, Guest et al identify four major types: self-contained, 

typologizing, contextualising and multi-focussed.  ‘Self-contained studies’ give purely self-

referential accounts of congregational life, seeking simply to understand them on their own 

terms,76  as exemplified by Hopewell in his influential text Congregation, which sought to tell 

the internal symbolic ‘story’ of a series of local churches.77  ‘Typologizing studies’, whilst 

recognising the idiosyncrasies of individual congregations, seek to identify commonalities 

between groups of churches.78  In her concern with conflict, Becker discerned four models of 

congregation, who shared similarities in the ways they expressed and managed conflict.  

These models outlined the theological and ideological principles which underpinned church 

life, consciously circumventing previous attempts to understand congregational life based 

predominantly on demographic or external factors such as size or polity.  However, that said, 

Becker acknowledges her models’ limitations and maintains their non-generalizability, 

carefully noting that the congregations she studied were from the same locality sharing similar 

demography, and that other typologies may emerge in other contexts.79  In his emphasis on 

story, Hopewell also strays into this strand of intrinsic study by grouping his congregational 

stories together into the dominant narrative types of types of tragic, comic, ironic and 

romantic.80  Thirdly, ‘contextualizing studies’ aim to ‘relate congregations to their wider 

socio-cultural contexts, but have no wider or pragmatic agenda’, other than aiming to 

                                                           
76 Woodhead et al, pp. 9-11. 
77 James Hopewell, Congregation: Stories and Structures (London: SCM, 1988). 
78 Woodhead et al, pp. 11-12. 
79 Becker, p. 220. 
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‘illuminate church and wider society with reference to one another.’81 For example, Jenkins’ 

study of ‘religion in English everyday life’ explored the function and meaning of three 

expressions of religion in contemporary society in a mutually-illuminating study.82   Finally, 

‘multi-focussed studies’ use a combination of approaches.83 

 

Within the breadth of approaches to congregational studies, they also emerge from a range of 

motivations and disciplines.  Cameron, Richter, Davies and Ward, in Studying Local 

Churches,84 position themselves within the dominant UK trend towards intrinsic 

congregational studies, seeking to provide a handbook for those aiming to paint a ‘portrait of 

the congregation on its own terms and for the sake of understanding it better.’85  Within this, 

they identify four (not exhaustive) disciplines from which congregations can be explored, 

highlighting their accompanying epistemological assumptions and methodological 

approaches.  They then examine four prominent aspects of local church life from the 

perspective of each of these disciplines, highlighting the insights and emphases they bring.  

Firstly, anthropology, the study of humanity and its ways of being, symbols and culture 

meaningful to a church.  Anthropology is ‘generally agnostic’ about God’s existence.86  

Sociology focuses on patterns of social interaction, behaviour and belief within local 

churches, seeking to discern how these are meaningful to the social actors, often relating them 

to the wider social structures and systems in which they are set.87  Organisational studies is 

concerned with how organisations – here, local churches – are run and managed, their 

                                                           
81 Woodhead et al, p. 13. 
82 Timothy Jenkins, Religion in English Everyday Life: An Ethnographic Approach (New York: Berghahn, 1999) 
83 Woodhead et al, p. 16. 
84 Cameron et al, Studying Local Churches. 
85 Cameron et al, Studying Local Churches, p. 8. 
86 Davies provides an introduction to the discipline of anthropology, Cameron et al, Studying Local Churches, p. 
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87 Richter provides an introduction to the discipline of sociology, Cameron et al, Studying Local Churches, pp. 

14-15. 
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structures, polity and perceived key tasks.88  Finally, they explore the approach of practical 

theology to the study of local churches, recognising the interaction between theological 

tradition and contemporary experience within congregational life.89  Here, the parallel 

development of the disciplines of congregational studies and practical theology in recent years 

is clear.  Both are concerned with defining an ‘idioculture’, an account of local church 

practice, recognising how it is shaped by a unique combination of theological, contextual and 

experiential factors. 

 

Whilst Cameron et al comment that each disciplinary approach has its accompanying 

methodological approaches to suit its aims and motivations,90 clearly ethnographic and 

qualitative methods prevail: participant observation and interviews, and the broad 

examination of documents, artefacts and any available data pertaining to congregational life 

dominate in intrinsic studies of this kind.  The authors assert that these four strands are not 

always mutually-inclusive, and no one discipline can give a full and complete understanding 

of church life and culture.91 

 

Within the breadth of approaches and disciplines from which congregational studies emerge, 

there are varying degrees of concern for the relationship between local church and context, 

and a range of ways to investigate it.  Guest, in his exploration of evangelicalism today, 

undertook a single-congregation sociological study of a thriving evangelical church, and 

                                                           
88 Cameron provides an introduction to the discipline of organizational studies, Cameron, et al, Studying Local 
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investigated how it functioned in response to the culture and experience of members.92  For 

Guest, context and culture are multi-layered, from the immediate local and geographical 

experience, to wider cultural trends and social patterns pertinent to members. 

 

Another contrasting approach to examining the relationship between congregation and context 

is offered by Eiesland in her ‘religious ecology’.93  She examines the exurb of Dacula, an area 

which has seen rapid change as nearby Atlanta has grown and subsumed the former farming 

community, seeking to explore its impact on local churches and their accompanying response.  

Her approach is an ambitious one, undertaking sociological ethnographic studies of twenty-

four churches, seeing the congregations as part of a larger ‘religious ecology’ which has 

shifted and changed as their context has.  

 

Stringer’s approach offers a third method to explore the church/context relationship.  He 

employs congregational studies at the service of a concern for understanding the ‘definition of 

religion’ in contemporary Britain, which emerges from an awareness of decline and change in 

traditional Christian practice.94  His starting point is traditional definitions of religion.95   He 

develops an interesting ‘collective approach’ to congregational studies, comparing an array of 

local church ethnographies to examine various aspects of these definitions and explore their 

sufficiency.96  He systematically debunks notions of religion as unified, transcendent and 

transformative – and notices that seeming spiritual practices are predominantly employed as a 

form of ‘coping religion’, to enable subjects not to transform but to cope with the challenges 
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30 

 

of life.97  He exposes conventional understandings of religion as biased towards a protestant 

Christian exemplar,98 and instead, following Tylor, sees ‘animism’, an awareness of the non-

empirical within life, as basic to understanding religion today.99  Whilst upholding the 

uniqueness of each local church, Eiesland and Stringer show in contrasting ways how 

comparing congregational studies is a useful tool to draw closer attention to the significance 

of context, highlighting dominant themes and shared experiences, which may prove valuable 

in the comparative approach of this study. 

 

1.2 Denominational cultures 

Intrinsic congregational studies respect the uniqueness of each congregation.  Even work to 

identify models of church life, or studies surveying multiple churches with a shared context, 

do so without attempting to offer a universal blueprint for ‘true’ congregational being.  

However, studies do recognise the numerous influences which shape local church idioculture, 

some of which may be shared with other congregations.  For the interests of this thesis, which 

examines one Anglican and one Methodist church, work exploring the influence of 

‘denominational cultures’ is particularly significant.  Richter, in his essay concerning the 

significance of denominations within congregational studies,100 notes that ‘denominational 

cultures have seldom been widely considered within the field of congregational studies,’ and 

how emphasising congregational particularity has distracted from exploring the comparability 

of cultures within churches of the same denomination. 101   He argues that, despite trends 

indicating the decline of denominational loyalty, denominational structures, symbols and 
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expectations remain a ‘major source for the construction of local church culture,’102 

conditioning the resources from which churches may construct their identity.  Indeed, within 

Becker’s congregational models, some congregations are more likely to use some models than 

others,103 and similarly, Cameron, in Resourcing Mission where she identifies five ‘cultural 

forms’ which describe dominant understandings of the local church, draws parallels between 

the forms and specific denominations.104  Richter helpfully highlights how congregational 

idioculture is set within ‘wider frames’105, including denominational frames, which ‘limit’ the 

resources available for a church to construct its culture, citing Becker’s claim that ‘local 

religious cultures are seldom completely idiosyncratic; they are patterned by the larger 

institutional environment that limits their range of variation.’106 

 

1.3  Ethnography and theology 

Whilst congregational studies emerge from a range of disciplines and motivations, it remains 

a field largely dominated by sociology and descriptions of the social life of churches.  

However, increasingly, theologians and religious practitioners are finding it a fruitful avenue 

for exploring their concerns.  Indeed, literature has recently emerged making an explicit case 

for the use of ethnographic studies of churches within theology. 

 

Scharen and Vigen edited a volume exploring the theoretical basis of using ethnography 

within both theology and ethics, giving worked examples of its use.107   Their concern with 

theology and ethics stems from an awareness of their interrelation – theology being ‘god-talk’ 
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whilst ethics is the perceived normative ways of being related to this understanding of God.108  

For them, the particularity of context or community contributes to theological awareness and 

knowledge.  They recognise that ‘thick descriptions’ of practice gleaned by ethnographic 

methods may simply illuminate ‘what is’ and ‘what ought to be’, when read alongside 

existing theological awareness.109  However, they propose a further step, whereby exploration 

of situations actually yield new theological insights and understandings.  ‘Local theology’ and 

lived practice has an integrity to be respected,110 demonstrating an explicitly incarnational 

approach whereby each context and situation explored provides a new revelation of God.  The 

connections with developments within practical theology and concepts of its contextual, 

incarnational nature are clear. 

 

Consequently, after defining ethnography, they claim it is more than a descriptive and non-

generalisable tool, asserting that from every study of a Christian community there can emerge 

new knowledge and learning which can ‘teach us about reality, truth, beauty, moral 

responsibility, relationships and the divine, etc.’111  They believe ethnography uncovers ‘what 

God and the world looks like’112 from the subject’s perspective, recognising that the particular 

fosters awareness of theological and ethical universal questions of who God is and how 

humans should live.  Their assertions describe a curious dichotomy which recognises both the 

integrity of local theology and the local’s insights for universal theological awareness, a 

‘bottom-up’ process of theological meaning-making which resists simplistic top-down 

application of perceived universal theological norms in a given situation. 
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Scharen is frustrated that congregational studies has largely resisted engagement with 

theology, remaining simply a ‘sub-discipline of the sociological study of religion’, when, for 

him, the practices of Christian communities are inherently ‘lived theology.’113  He and Vigen 

explore criticisms of the use of ethnography by theology.  Citing Milbank and Hauerwas, 

these largely centre on the notion that theology, by offering an ideal social vision, is itself a 

‘social theory’ and therefore incompatible with other social theories, including sociology and 

its associated methods which omit God.114  In response, Scharen and Vigen claim it is 

possible to employ ethnography in a ‘theory free’ way, simply as a tool to ‘write culture.’115  

If theological epistemology results from reflection on the ‘quadrilateral’ of scripture, reason, 

tradition and experience, they claim greater attention to experience116 as the ‘interpretative 

vehicle’117 through which theological knowledge is gained.  For them, as for practical 

theology, all knowing is ‘embodied knowing’118 and ethnography uncovered the meaning of 

experience. 

 

Scharen and Vigen cite Fulkerson’s study of Good Samaritan United Methodist Church119 as 

a valuable example of a theological congregational study conducted through ethnography.  

Good Samaritan was hailed a success in its racially-inclusive nature, and Fulkerson sought to 

‘theologically read’ the church and its values.  However, this became more complex than 

anticipated.  The theological character of the congregation was discernible not just in worship 

nor in explicit theological statements, but in the ‘embodied’ practices and habitus of the 

congregation.  Hence, she advocates ‘worldly theology’, evident in the implicit ‘bodily’ and 
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‘visceral’ aspects of congregational life.  Ethnography enabled access and attention to 

congregational practice in its broadest sense, exposing the theological in the most 

unanticipated aspects of congregational life, 120 where ‘practical theology’ is expressed 

predominantly in implicit practices rather than through explicit belief statements.121  She 

brings honesty to the quest for theological knowledge, overcoming theology’s tendency to 

‘miss or obscure the worldliness’122 of life, by confronting not only the success and the joys, 

but also the struggles and the tensions within particular contexts.  For her, theology must 

acknowledge these and remain ‘messy’, exemplifying the ‘incarnational’ character of both 

contemporary practical theology and Scharen and Vigen’s approach to theological knowing.  

 

Scharen and Vigen assert that the difference between ethnography and theology is that whilst 

ethnography is primarily descriptive, theology is also inherently ‘normative’, in that it has a 

telos and understanding of what reality should be.123  This is the major difference between 

theological and sociological congregational studies, and is central to a second strand on 

‘theological ethnography’, where it is consciously used by Christians to transform themselves 

and the world.  Moschella proposes ethnography as a ‘pastoral practice’ to explicitly aid the 

mission and ministry of the Church,124  a deliberate process of producing a ‘narrative 

account’125 of congregational practice in order to expose and critique the implicit and explicit, 

positive and negative aspects of local church life.  She – and other proponents of ecclesial 

‘action research’126 – interrogate ethnography’s ‘thick description’ to change and develop 
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more faithful practice, ‘holding a mirror’ to a congregation for ‘healing and freeing a 

community up for change.’127 

 

1.4 Contemporary culture and the local church 

In its concern with exploring the place of local churches within an area of significant social, 

economic and cultural change associated with the shift to a post-industrial society, this thesis 

is also situated alongside literature which explores the nature of contemporary society and the 

church’s place within it.  Again, such literature emerges from a variety of disciplines, 

motivations and approaches.   

 

Lockwood’s 1993 study The Church on the Housing Estate128 shares many of this study’s 

concerns with the place of the church in (ex-)industrial, working-class communities.  As a 

practitioner in a number of such contexts, he describes estate life and highlights challenges 

faced by estate churches, before proposing a model of mission appropriate to this context.  He 

paints a bleak picture of (mainly post-war) estates as impoverished and with basic amenities, 

with residents preferring football, beer and television, to cricket, wine and dinner parties,129 

yet ‘in spite of all this the people on the whole remain amazingly cheerful.’130  He comments 

how estate churches were built without an understanding of working-class life and a false 

expectation that residents would instinctively find a home within their traditional structures.131  

However, he claims that their enduring presence is a powerful theological affirmation that 
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estates are ‘worth it’, reminding churches of their call to be ‘faithful not successful.’132  For 

him, local churches should develop a local character, taking seriously the context and shaping 

ecclesial life accordingly.   

 

However, Lockwood’s anecdotal and generalised approach, unsupported by clear evidence or 

stated methodology, and lack of attention to the nuances within wider cultural and ecclesial 

contexts limits his contributions to wider scholarly debate.  Yet, although not engaging with 

the rapid socio-economic changes more recently faced by working-class communities, his 

work offers an early example highlighting theological principles and ecclesial issues for 

practitioners in working-class areas.  

 

Under the banner of ‘public theology’, recent years have seen more rigorous explorations of 

the nature of contemporary society and the place of theology and Christian practice.  For this 

study, Baker’s practical theological exploration of the ‘hybrid’ character of today’s cities has 

significant insights.133  Modern life was characterised by stable, hierarchic categories of 

identity, closely associated with colonial and industrial discourse.134  However, in a post-

modern, post-colonial, post-industrial globalised existence, boundaries have blurred, literally 

and metaphorically, within urban areas.135  Undoubtedly, Baker’s prime concern is with the 

meeting of diverse cultural and religious identities within contemporary cities, whereby 

residents feel disoriented and which has potential to descend into dangerous power 

struggles.136  However, although largely implicit, his work has more subtle relevance to 
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working-class residents in post-industrial areas, who, as will be shown, find themselves in 

equally unfamiliar environments.  He draws on the sociological concept of the Third Space as 

the literal and metaphoric arena where identities can meet safely and positively.137  Although 

so often at the mercy of globalised economic and cultural forces (indeed, the closure of MG 

Rover resulted from global developments in car manufacture), local space becomes an 

extremely important ‘Third Space’, a ‘site of resistance’ to globalising forces and power 

struggles, away from the state and the market.138  Within this, local churches become 

significant ‘third spaces’, citing examples where churches have successfully overcome 

alienating and dangerous forces of contemporary life, building relationships and reciprocity 

between diverse peoples.139  He urges churches to adopt a ‘third space social ethics’, a ‘local 

performative theology’ for hybrid existence, based not on overarching, top-down 

(modernistic) concepts of the ‘common good’ or codes of behaviour to which all are expected 

to conform, but on ethics as a ‘process’, principles for ‘being-with-others’.140 

 

Whilst Baker is unrelentingly positive about the theological importance and potential of the 

local to be harnessed for God’s mission and faithful Christian practice, other scholars 

recognise how the local is, for many, a contested and increasingly problematic concept in 

contemporary urban experience, and consequently in ecclesial thinking.  In Studying Local 

Churches, a section is devoted to exploring the dynamic between the local and the global in 

congregational studies from the four perspectives of anthropology, sociology, organisational 

studies and theology.141  Theologian Baker describes the rise of the network society, where 

people are more mobile and consumeristic, choosing which ‘communities’ they associate in, 
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meaning that human interaction and sociablility are less associated with geographic 

locality.142  For churches, this has meant the rise of the ‘gathered church’, actively chosen by 

its members for a variety of reasons.  Sociologist Woodhead describes how ‘the importance of 

the relationship between congregation and local context must be investigated rather than 

assumed.’143 

 

Indeed, studies have shown this to be an important dynamic that local churches need to 

carefully negotiate if they are to survive meaningfully.  In his sociological congregational 

study of St. Michael-le-Belfry, Guest noted the search for stable community within mobile, 

networked lives by the largely middle-class congregation.144  Such members also demonstrate 

the diversity and fluidity characteristic of post-modern life – of commitment, of thought, of 

beliefs, of spiritual expression.  He demonstrates how the church adapted the rigidity of 

traditional evangelicalism to develop a ‘common public discourse’, which, notably avoids 

‘moral prescriptions,’145 where diversity could be accommodated, community maintained and 

conflict avoided.146  His conclusion relates his very local findings to broader thinking about 

the development of evangelicalism, offering questions for future research,147 but his account 

also has insights for churches of other traditions negotiating the local-global dynamic.  

Similarly, Eiesland’s study of the rapidly changing community of Dacula explored the 

‘significant alterations in the ways in which home, work, church and neighbourhood are knit 

together.’148  She noted how ‘oldtimers’ and ‘newcomers’ had differing patterns in which they 

belonged locally, with newcomers less locally-bound and exercising consumer choice as to 
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what meets their needs, factors which carried over into religious participation.149  Combining 

both patterns within one congregation has the potential to cause conflict and schism.150  The 

religious ecology of the community altered and shifted as churches adapted – or failed to 

adapt – to their new climate. 

 

In an attempt to image how local churches might function in a globalised, networked world, 

Baker, in Studying Local Churches, proposes four ‘emerging typologies’.  Firstly, the church 

as an ‘idealised moral community’, a ‘locus of moral discourse’, emphasising a way of living 

authentically together in today’s world.151  Secondly, he identifies a liberation model, where 

local churches become communities of resistance for the poor and the significant numbers 

marginalised from globalised networks.152    Thirdly, there is a ‘local/institutional’ model, 

exemplified by the Parish Church, where church is a counter-cultural force which maintains 

local memory and narratives.153  Finally, the ‘network’ model, where churches connect 

together for local transformation, both echoing the nature of networked society whilst seeking 

to overcome its divisive tendencies by consciously bridging between networks.154 

 

The questionable place of local churches in the public sphere has also been explored within 

thinking surrounding secularisation and its variants.  Through an ethnographic study of 

several congregations in Swansea,155 Chambers sought to test out the pervasive notion that 

religion has lost its socio-political power, and is no longer a major force in public life.   He 

notes that secularisation theories depend largely on an institutional understanding of religion, 
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whereby there is clear evidence of the decline local churches, numerically and in terms of 

public influence.156  As a sociologist, he explores secularisation by examining the ‘linkages 

between religious institutions and their surrounding populations,157 and deliberately focussed 

on Wales as a ‘special case’ because of how religion has historically been integral to Welsh 

culture and identity.158  He cites several case studies of local churches in decline, and two of 

church growth, examining the reasons for these changes.  Ultimately, this is a sociological 

text concerned with numerical growth and decline, rather than more nuanced understandings 

of how local churches engage theologically or in mission with their surrounding populations.  

However, he does challenge the simplicity of the secularisation thesis by considering the 

numerous local and cultural factors contributing to religious change.  By focussing on 

churches in Swansea, a post-industrial context not unlike Longbridge, he demonstrates that 

the decline of industry and the related destabilisation of local communal life and ‘social 

networks’ have been a major influence on the disembedding of church and locality.159  

Indeed, the examples of church growth he gives are from churches who consciously engage 

with their surrounding locality in ways which take seriously the nature of fragmented local 

life today.160  These he characterises as ‘associational’ local churches, as opposed to 

‘communal’ churches, which historically originate from an industrial era when employment, 

social interaction and churchgoing were locally and closely aligned.161 

 

Another challenge to the simplistic thinking of secularists who see the local church as in 

decline and increasingly irrelevant to public life is provided by those who explore the concept 
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of the ‘post-secular’.  Beaumont and Baker describe a resurgence of ‘faith and spiritual 

values’162 within contemporary urban thinking in a collection of essays from a range of 

disciplines.163  They identify seven ‘areas of debate’ which demonstrate this shift, ranging 

from the increased use of the language of ethics and the sacred within urban planning and 

thought, to an awareness of urban space as increasingly diverse and a hub of religious and 

multi-cultural dynamics, with an associated and growing commitment to social justice, to an 

explicit acknowledgement and embracing of the contribution of faith communities to local 

politics, governance and service delivery.164 

 

Urban planners Sandercock and Senbel describe their pioneering form of urban planning that, 

in contrast to the rationalist agendas of modernist planning, consciously embraces ‘spiritual 

values’ – hope, faith, the sacred – to combat the potentially negative effects of urban life 

today.165  In cities where (often global) movements of people, instability and rapid change 

threaten belonging, neighbourliness and sense of community in real, serious ways, they assert 

that these values are fundamental to creating safe and just cities where all are included.  

Although their work is not specifically about churches, it paves the way for an appreciation of 

local churches to make positive contributions to local life.  Indeed, Governments and policy 

makers have undoubtedly acknowledged this by partnering with faith communities as 

valuable components of civil society which can make localities ‘liveable’.  Theologically, 

Davey and Graham pick up on Sandercock and Senbels’ themes in their exploration of the 
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enduring parochial presence of the Church of England in urban areas.166  Whilst they 

emphasize diversity – cultural, social and religious - in contemporary cities, their awareness 

of the divided nature of local space in post-modern, post-industrial and post-colonial cities 

and its potential for social breakdown and isolation also has relevance for more mono-cultural 

communities like Longbridge, which, as will be shown, has experienced similar fractures in 

local experience and belonging.  They argue that churches can be valuable sources of local 

social capital which can effectively negotiate diversity and build local relatedness,167 and 

assert that churches must embrace a utopian, inclusive theology to become places of welcome 

that unite local people.168 

 

Paddison’s reflections in that volume offer a more theoretical and methodological reflection 

on the task of theologically engaging with the contemporary city.169  He critiques the concept 

of ‘public theology’ as operating under a secularist logic which implies that theology is 

normatively a private matter.170  Rather, a theology which takes the incarnation seriously will 

necessarily engage in the public sphere.171  Similarly, he is wary of its potential to be used 

simply to support state or other political agendas, particularly in light of the rise of 

governmental rhetoric which seeks to partner with faith communities to deliver local goals.172 

Rather, he advocates ‘theological politics’, a truly post-secular approach, recognising that the 

character of contemporary urban existence necessarily raises theological questions with which 

the Church must engage.173  Drawing on Yoder, he sees ‘the Church’s primary political 
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contribution to the city is to be a witness’ to the Kingdom of God, pointing the city to ‘new 

possibilities of life together.’174  Churches are primarily worshipping bodies, a central feature 

of congregational life often overlooked by public theology, and in Paddison’s vision, worship 

is the means by which churches ‘re-narrate our world’ to demonstrate how the Kingdom of 

God might look within the contemporary city.175  For him, the Church’s role is not service 

delivery or to be ‘effective’, but simply to live faithfully and authentically to God’s Kingdom 

within the challenges of the contemporary city.176 

 

Paddison’s assertions highlight the focus on the prophetic calling of the local church evident 

in post-secular literature, which is also emerging in practical theology, in work such as 

Healy’s ‘practical-prophetic ecclesiology’, which emphasises how the church is primarily 

called to ‘witness’, offering in its practice and life a vision of an alternative mode of being 

different to the fractured cultural life surrounding it.177  Significantly, again, ethnography is 

cited as one tool by which churches may be enabled to live more faithfully, by describing the 

concrete church and exposing sin and failure which can be amended.178  This sentiment is also 

at the heart of Fulkerson’s engagement with post-modern place theory, and her description of 

how Good Samaritan church has become a ‘place’ – for ‘appearing,’179 in this case with its 

concern for racial inclusion.  She understands place as a ‘territory of meaning,’180 a space 

embedded with memory, associations, expectations, and ‘constituted by practices’ which are 

enacted there.181  Local churches create ‘place’ within the wider contexts and cultures they are 

situated.  At Good Samaritan, members created a theologically-meaningful, racially-inclusive 
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place which was of the radically-prophetic nature that Paddison seeks, speaking powerfully to 

the wider culture and wider church of an alternative way of being. 

 

This review of the literature surrounding the connection between local church and culture, as 

examined primarily through a theological lens, demonstrates that this thesis is an ‘intrinsic’, 

contextualising study of two congregations, providing an account of each church’s theological 

‘idioculture’, their ‘practical theology’ by which they operate.  Employing ethnographic 

methods in this theological task, it will highlight the various conversation partners which have 

uniquely-shaped local church life, whilst recognising the potential of the findings to 

contribute to wider theological awareness.  Finally, by examining the particular experience of 

working-class residents in a post-industrial community, it focuses on a particular aspect of 

contemporary urban experience which has received little sustained attention within literature 

which has generally emphasised its culturally-diverse character.  Through this, this study tests 

and extends work to explore how local churches may contribute meaningfully to today’s 

urban culture through their mission and witness.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

NARRATING THE CONTEXT: LONGBRIDGE 
 

 

2.1 Longbridge: from agricultural countryside to industrial suburb 

Just over a century ago, the place known today as Longbridge was an agricultural region of 

the Worcestershire countryside.  But, just seven miles south-west of Birmingham, a major 

manufacturing centre of the time, the area was ripe for industrial development, and, in 1895, a 

printing company opened a factory adjacent to the railway lines there.182  Later, this site was 

purchased by engineer Herbert Austin, setting in motion changes which would dramatically 

alter the area forever.  In 1905, Austin opened The Austin Motor Company, manufacturing 

motor cars.  Some distance from the city, the site proved to offer the atmosphere and room for 

expansion necessary for this growing industry.183  Indeed, the factory grew rapidly: from four-

hundred workers in 1907, by 1914 it had grown to a ten-acre site requiring two-thousand 

employees.184  During the First World War, production shifted towards munitions, and the 

plant employed over 20,000 on a site which, by 1919, had grown to 60 acres.185  Between the 

wars, although employee numbers decreased after war work, car production remained high, 

and following another period supporting the war effort during World War II, by 1949, The 

Austin became the country’s leading car manufacturer.186  In the early 1960s it employed 

21,000 people and ‘was once one of the largest manufacturing plants in the world.’187 
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Accompanying this industrial expansion was residential redevelopment.  Whilst many 

employees would commute, including by rail to Longbridge station which opened in 1915,188 

Austin understood the need for residential development closer to the factory.  In 1917, the 

Longbridge Estate, known today as the Austin Village, was built, comprising 252 homes, the 

majority of which were innovative, pre-fabricated bungalows, with its own village hall, 

churches, schools and other facilities.  More generally, south-west Birmingham was 

expanding into an industrial hub, with firms such as Cadbury and Kalamazoo,189 also 

demanding local residential development for employees.  The recurring narrative in local 

histories of the communities surrounding the Longbridge plant is the transformation from 

isolated, agricultural countryside to suburbs,190 as rural settlements were gradually subsumed 

by the city – as reflected in later city boundary changes.  Inter-war housing developments 

were supplemented by municipal building in the 1950s and 1960s, including that for 

rehousing ‘occupants of substandard inner city accommodation on new suburban estates.’191   

 

Consequently, south-west Birmingham, including the area surrounding the Longbridge plant, 

became characterised as ‘the heartland of Birmingham’s white working-class,’192 with a 

prevalence of residents employed in skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled manual work.  In 

1981, 60% of people in Longbridge Ward and 52% in Northfield Ward (the two wards 

containing the particular areas upon which this study is focussed) were classified in those 

socio-economic groups.193   Whilst socio-economic classifications have since changed, this 
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picture endures (although reflecting changes in the types of available work): in 2001, in 

Longbridge Ward 42% of adults were classed as skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled manual 

workers, and 36% in Northfield Ward, compared with 32% for the national average.194  The 

Socio-economic Baseline Report written to prepare the Longbridge Area Action Plan for the 

redevelopment of The Austin site post-closure, citing the 2001 Census, describes such an 

image for the ‘Longbridge Context Area’, the ten wards one to two kilometres from the 

factory that have been and will be most affected by the closure and redevelopment of the 

plant.195   

 

However, whilst Longbridge developed in common with more regional economic growth, in 

local perception, the presence of the car plant is widely-understood as the dominant force: the 

Socio-economic Baseline Report states that ‘housing in the Southern Periphery of 

Birmingham was constructed largely to feed the Longbridge plant.’196  Factory and locality 

were interdependent – both economically and socially.  The economic centrality of the plant 

to its immediate environs for several decades enabled many workers to develop, as Smith, 

writing in 1989, notes, ‘strong roots in the locality.’197  Indeed, the combination between 

employment and local residence engendered familial and friendship ties between employees.  

Smith comments that ‘quite extensive networks mixing kin, neighbours and friends in which 

Longbridge and Bournville [Cadbury] employees, past and present, may be found.’198  He 

also cites a survey of Longbridge employees living in south-west Birmingham, where 34 of 

                                                           
194 Source: 2001 Census data for the Approximated Social Grade of All People Aged 16 and Over in 

Households, Office for National Statistics, Neighbourhood Statistics (2001 Census) (available from 

http://www.neighbourhood.statistics.gov.uk, accessed 11/2/11). 
195 Halcrow Group Limited, Longbridge Area Action Plan: Socio Economic Baseline Report (September 2006), 

p. 17. 
196 Halcrow Group Limited, p. 33. 
197 Smith, p. 239. 
198 Smith, p. 256. 



48 

 

the 59 sampled identified one or more relatives who works, or had worked, at the factory.199  

In local political life, also, the factory was significant: Smith vividly traces the connection 

between workplace restructuring and local voting patterns.200 

 

2.2  The changing face of Longbridge: the plant and the community 

Since the Second World War, the fortunes of the motor plant varied considerably.  In 1952, to 

compete with foreign competition, The Austin merged with Morris, another prominent British 

car manufacturer.  This created the British Motor Corporation (BMC), which was the first of 

many incarnations by which the Longbridge plant was known to reflect its various 

partnerships and directions.  However, whether officially known as BMC, British Motor 

Holdings, British Leyland, Austin Rover or MG Rover, locally, the plant was, and remains, 

popularly-known as ‘The Austin’, acknowledging the significance of its foundations.  This 

thesis will use ‘The Austin’ to refer to the Longbridge plant throughout its various guises.  

Nationally and internationally, ‘Longbridge’ became synonymous with British car 

manufacture.  Indeed, the Longbridge Area Action Plan begins with the claim that ‘the 

Longbridge Works were both physically and emotionally the true heart of Britain’s motor 

industry.’201 

 

Expansion meant that The Austin became ‘like a small town.’202  It saw significant successes, 

notably the production of the iconic Mini in 1959 and the Metro in the 1980s.  During the 

1960s, thriving production, in common with other local industries, meant Longbridge and 

south-west Birmingham became known for working-class prosperity and wages above the 
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national average.203  Since then, however, lack of (government) investment,204 recessions,205 

foreign competition206 and others forces have been cited as contributing to the gradual 

decline, both in sales and in employee numbers, of the plant.  Accompanying this, there arose 

what Chinn and Dyson describe as a ‘popular mythology’ that the factory was ‘strike 

prone’207 as it drew notoriety as the home of Trade Union activist ‘Red Robbo’ and the 

location of union activity in the 1970s and 1980s.   

 

The prosperity of the 1960s was gradually replaced with unemployment through successive 

waves of redundancies: in 1977, there were nearly 19,000 hourly-paid employees, whilst in 

1982 there were around 11,000.208  In 1994, ‘The Rover Group’, comprised of a number of 

factories of which The Austin was one, was sold to German manufacturers BMW.  However, 

by the end of the decade, the company was broken up because of losses, and the Longbridge-

based ‘MG Rover’ was bought by a consortium of businessmen called the Phoenix Group.  

However, their attempts to maintain large-scale car production failed, and in April 2005, 

almost 100 years after Herbert Austin opened his factory, MG Rover went into 

administration.  The entire workforce, around 5,800 people, lost their jobs.209  Yet with a 

supply chain employing around 27,000 people,210 many other jobs were lost indirectly.  Half 
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209 Caroline Chapain and Alan Murie, ‘The Impact of Factory Closure on Local Communities and Economies: 

The Case of the MG Rover Longbridge Closure in Birmingham’, Policy Studies, Vol. 29, No. 3, September 
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of those made redundant had worked at Longbridge for more than twenty-one years, and 80% 

were aged over 40.211 

 

Car production remains in Longbridge, on a vastly-smaller scale, as Chinese motor company 

Nanjing lease a small part of the site.  But as the last major British-owned motor company in 

Britain, and yet another British manufacturer to die, the closure of The Austin was of national 

significance.  However, it also had a profound, multi-faceted and less obvious impact on the 

immediate locality.  Although ‘the closure of the MG Rover works in Birmingham conjured 

up an image of job loss, a sudden increase in unemployment and an immediate shock impact 

on households and local communities,’ the reality was far more nuanced, as Chapain and 

Murie note.212  In 1998, 1919 people, 14.7% of MG Rover employees, came from Longbridge 

and Northfield wards, those of principle concern to this study.  Yet by the time of the closure, 

although still representing 14.7% of the workforce, this figure had reduced by over half, as 

920 people locally were made redundant.213  The remainder of redundancies came 

predominantly from across the West Midlands.  The Austin had always drawn its employees 

widely,214 and its initially-isolated location and the later ability of more affluent workers to 

move further away seeking housing of their choice215 added to this.  Also, the gradual decline 

in employees over many years meant that the interdependence between plant and locality had 

waned.  Where once there was a strong identification with the Longbridge plant and residents 

of the immediate locality - the factory’s growth necessitated the area’s growth - since the 

1960s, this trend had gradually reversed.  Even in 1989, Smith notes: 
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‘In the past, the city council has been under pressure to build new homes for 

people flocking into that part of the city to take up readily available jobs.  

More recently, however, the need has been felt to encourage new businesses 

and investment capital to move into south-west Birmingham to provide jobs 

for people who are already there.’216 

 

Undoubtedly, the highest concentrations of redundancies came from the immediate locality 

around the factory,217 and symbolically, the closure signalled a dramatic end to the area’s 

identification with and reliance upon manufacturing.  Of those employed in manufacturing, 

around 50% in Longbridge Ward and 40% in Northfield Ward were lost when the plant 

closed.218  However, in real terms, 2005 did not mean large-scale economic devastation 

locally.  Instead, it was the final severing of an economic interdependence between factory 

and locality that had been waning for several years, as numbers of employees gradually 

decreased. 

 

2.3 The redevelopment: ‘a new heart for Longbridge’?219 

The impact of the 2005 closure of The Austin on the immediate locality of the plant should 

therefore be understood more broadly than purely economic.  Indeed, accompanying the 

gradual socio-economic shifts with the changing fortunes of The Austin, the closure also had 

an immediate physical impact locally.  By the time of the closure, the Longbridge factory 

occupied a vast space, leaving over 350 acres220 of land to be redeveloped.  In the three years 

following the closure, the factory (apart from Nanjing) was demolished and cleared.  In April 

2006, preparation of the ‘Longbridge Area Action Plan’ for the redevelopment began.  The 
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Longbridge AAP emerged from ‘wide-ranging public participation with local residents, 

community organisations and other stakeholders’221 and drew on numerous ‘baseline reports’ 

about relevant socio-economic, employment, transport, housing and community needs.  The 

Action Plan considered the requirements of the existing locality alongside wider regional and 

national strategies, demonstrating the numerous stakeholders in the future of Longbridge.  

After more consultation, the final Plan, covering 2008-2023, was eventually adopted by the 

relevant local authorities222 in April 2009, some four years after the closure.  The fieldwork in 

this study ran as the AAP was being finished and submitted, before any physical rebuilding, 

and the resulting thesis refers to this period. 

 

The AAP calls the redevelopment a ‘new chapter’223 for Longbridge.  Where once the 

Longbridge site was a global player in car manufacture, planners intend to maintain its 

innovative identity, ensuring that the area is again central to the economy of the West 

Midlands, which is described as ‘positioned at the centre of the global economic stage driving 

forward investment and business.’224  The Plan asserts that ‘the Longbridge site is critical to 

the success of the city’s and region’s economic growth and investment agenda.’225  The 

redevelopment is to be employment-led, promising to deliver around 10,000 new jobs and 

renewing the battered economy.  However, work will be very different to the large-scale 

manufacturing of before: the redevelopment aims to ‘diversify the local and regional 

economy’226 and reduce its dependence upon big industries.  Much focus is placed on high-
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technology employment,227 but also on creating employment in ‘finance, professional 

services, retailing, education and leisure’ alongside aiming to ‘protect and promote existing 

industrial operations.’228 

  

The AAP also seeks a return to the former close alliance between employment and locality 

seen in The Austin’s early days.  The vision is to create a ‘self-sufficient community in which 

the need to travel has been minimised.’229  For this to happen, re-skilling the local workforce 

in an economy no longer dominated by manufacturing is essential.  New educational and 

training opportunities are vital to ‘enable local people to successfully compete for new 

employment opportunities at Longbridge’230 (significantly, the new Bournville College of 

Further Education was one of the first facilities to be built).  This serves the drive to attract 

investment: the goal is that no investment is ‘lost for the lack of suitably qualified and skilled 

people.’231 

 

However, a significant change is the Longbridge site is not solely for employment purposes.  

Although employment-led, community and stakeholder consultation revealed a preference for 

a mixed-use development.232  Consequently, the redevelopment will also involve building 

1450 new homes,233 alongside leisure, retail and recreation facilities, and necessary 
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infrastructure.234  Yet, following community consultation, the Plan states that ‘one of the 

‘overriding wishes of the local community’ is that the redevelopment should have a ‘real heart 

and focus.’235  The Plan aims to create a ‘real sense of place with a strong identity and 

distinctive character,’236 somewhere of which residents can be ‘justifiably proud’237 and 

which fosters belonging.238  It involves building a ‘centre’, with facilities that meet local 

needs, which intends to be a ‘heart for the community.’239  The AAP begins by describing 

how the factory dominated the ‘working and social life of the area,’240 and infers that the site 

should again function that way – providing both necessary employment and the means to 

create a healthy social life.  Implying that the factory was once the area’s focus, now the site 

will provide a ‘new heart for Longbridge,’241 a phrase used extensively on the 

redevelopment’s publicity and hoardings surrounding the empty site.  However, the site’s 

former incarnation will not be forgotten: a heritage centre and visitor attraction which 

‘celebrates the enterprise, people and history of the Longbridge Plant’ has gained much 

community support and interest.242  This will be located near the new Longbridge centre, and 

will be called, significantly, ‘The Austin.’ 

 

2.4 The socio-economic context: post-industrialism 

The decline of car-making in Longbridge, and its associated impact on the locality, are not 

isolated cases in the UK.  Since the 1970s, there has been significant decline in large-scale 

industry that had been the lynchpin of British and other capitalist economies.  As Atherton 
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notes, ‘in 1969, 34% of the economically active population was employed in manufacturing 

in Britain, falling to 18% in 1992-93.’243  By the 2001 Census, the figure for England was 

15%.244  This shift not only destabilised the foundations of the UK employment structure, but 

has been both a cause and consequence of a vast range of social, cultural and economic shifts.  

The closure of MG Rover in 2005, and the gradual decline in car manufacture in Longbridge 

that preceded, are recent expressions of these global shifts. 

 

These changes have been theorized in several ways, initially by Daniel Bell, who first 

developed the theory of ‘post-industrialism’ in 1973.245  Whilst his original predictions have 

been critiqued in light of subsequent experience,246 the term ‘post-industrial’ has been 

maintained in this thesis to express the situation of the Longbridge community in the 

aftermath of the closure of The Austin.  De-industrialization in the UK is complex, and 

connects with an array of social and cultural phenomena, including globalization, the 

information revolution, decentralization, consumerism and post-modernism. 

 

Whilst all theories concerning the move from an industrial-based economy acknowledge the 

importance of knowledge and developments in information technology to maximise profits, 

theories of ‘informationalism’247 and ‘the information(al) society’248 place these as central.  

Although Castells carefully notes that knowledge generation drove productivity growth in 
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industrial economies, the crucial change is that it now provides ‘an infrastructure for the 

formation of a global economy.’249  De-regulated and de-centralized, information technology 

is loosened from the control of nation states which were integral to industrial economies, and 

undermines the limitations of time and space, enabling ‘novel methods of acquiring, 

processing and distributing information’250 to an intense and unprecedented degree.  Within a 

global economic network, information is vital at every stage of the ‘production-to-

consumption chain’, from being employed to develop the technology that drives production, 

to the advertising and marketing that drives consumption.251  Consequently, information and 

knowledge become the most important commodities: whereas in industrial society, with its 

emphasis on mass-production in large-scale factories, human labour and capital were the 

central variable which governed production,252 now information is ‘the most important input 

into modern production systems.’253 

 

However, another complementary account of the move from an industry-based economy has 

been pervasive, which emphasises different aspects of the phenomena: the shift from mass-

production to ‘flexible accumulation,’254 commonly described as the move from a Fordist to a 

post-Fordist society.  ‘Fordism’ describes a mode of production particularly associated with 

the post-war economic boom, involving the mass-production of standardized products for the 

mass-market, central to which was the large-scale manufacturing of industrial society.  Whilst 

Fordist production offered reliable employment,255 it also deskilled many by routinizing and 
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removing initiative from employment.  Consequently, a collective working-class identity, 

expressed through Trade Unionism, arose.  The system relied upon a ‘tense but nevertheless 

firm balance of power that prevailed between organized labour, large corporate capital, and 

the nation state.’256   Unions influenced state social policy that ensured, for example, adequate 

wages, social security and equality,257 alongside which states concentrated public investment 

into areas, such as utilities, transport and welfare, which underpinned mass-production and 

mass-consumption.258  Finally, ‘large corporate power was deployed to assure steady growth 

in investments that enhanced productivity, guaranteed growth, and raised living standards 

whilst ensuring a stable basis for gaining profits.’259  This is typified by the Longbridge and 

south-west Birmingham of the 1960s, with booming productivity, an affluent working-class 

and active union participation. 

 

Fordism relied upon predictability, both of consumption and of labour.  However, these began 

to fragment from the late 1960s with changing consumer demands and workplace 

resistance.260  Kumar describes how the mass-market became exhausted, and mass production 

was unable to respond to new markets and new lifestyles.261  Harvey comments that the 

relationships between labour, state and business precluded flexibility: for example, calls for 

greater flexibility met resistance from labour movements, hence the abundance of strikes 

during that period.262  For Longbridge, this was certainly a difficult time. In 1974, British 

Leyland Motor Corporation, the company that owned Longbridge then, collapsed, and the 
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Government intervened to save it.263  Indeed, production was falling across the British motor 

industry as a whole, and British Leyland, which the company became, was struggling to 

compete with foreign competitors.264 

 

Subsequently, theorists describe a shift to a more flexible system of production.  Niche 

markets arose, both prompting and prompted by a shift from ‘manufacturer’s economies of 

scale’ to ‘retailer’s economies of scope.’265  Again information and knowledge are crucial, for 

both identifying (and creating) new consumers through tightly-managed marketing and 

advertising,266 and for the development of technologies able to produce the specialized 

goods.267  Product-life shortened, fashions and trends could constantly change.  However, 

‘flexible accumulation’ demands systems and a workforce capable of adapting and responding 

quickly to changing markets and knowledge.  Consequently, there was a move away from 

large-scale producers, like Longbridge, to smaller industries catering to specialized markets.  

Today British-owned car manufacture typifies this, where the only remaining companies are 

those producing prestige and niche-market vehicles on a smaller scale.  Further, from a 

stratified labour structure founded upon a large working-class, this era saw the rise of a two-

tier workforce.  There is a stable, although diminishing core of employees whose work, skill 

and knowledge are vital to drive their industry into the future, surrounded by a shifting 

periphery of workers – those previously part of the working-class - who are more flexible, 

with time or skills, whose deployment changes according to market needs.  Increased 
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outsourcing and subcontracting complement this flexible workforce.268  Hence, there has been 

an increase in part-time, flex-time, casual and temporary working for this second tier,269 with 

a move away from the traditional forty-hour working week and increase in employee 

mobility.270   

 

As complementary accounts of recent shifts, ‘informationalism’ and ‘flexible accumulation’ 

have radically altered the socio-economic structure of the UK and many other nations, in a 

globalized system of production and consumption.  Aided by the global network, much 

manufacturing has been re-located to developing nations to avoid workforce activism271 and 

where production may be cheaper.  Thus, the UK has experienced a shift from a pre-

dominance of manufacturing jobs, to ‘service industries’ which support this system.272  

Castells notes sharp increases in ‘producer services’, the research and development that 

produce the information, innovation and technology needed to support the global economy.273  

In the redevelopment of Longbridge, the emphasis on creating high-technology, information-

rich industries vitally recognises its key role in the economic renewal of the area.274 

 

These economic shifts also represent radical social change.  Gender roles, once so clearly-

defined in working-class culture, have shifted with changes in the nature and forms of 
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work.275  More fundamentally, the hierarchic class system, dominated by a large working-

class of skilled and semi-skilled manual workers, is ruptured, as white-collar employment has 

grown in both scale and significance,276 demanding a more qualified workforce, as recognised 

in the AAP’s emphasis on education.  However, whilst (highly-paid) professional and 

managerial jobs are increasing, so are semi- and low-skilled (poorly-paid) service jobs,277 

resulting in an income inequality and polarized income distribution.278  This era has seen the 

rise of ‘poor work’, often associated with the flexible, peripheral workforce of post-Fordism: 

insecure jobs, lacking in innovation, often temporary, poorly-paid and lacking employment 

benefits.279  The concepts of the ‘job for life’ and ‘full employment’280 and, in an ever-

changing employment market,281 opportunities to ‘work your way up’ are limited.282   

 

Undoubtedly, it is the former working-class, the manual, operative or craft-based worker once 

so central to the economy that have experienced these socio-economic changes most sharply.  

Without adapting and re-skilling, they face the insecurity and low-pay of ‘poor work’.  Of 

those made redundant from MG Rover, those who were in full-time employment 6 months 

after the closure found themselves earning an average of £3,534 a year less,283  Also lost is 

their power, as trade unions, through which rights were negotiated, have struggled to adapt to 

more flexible employment in smaller-scale organisations.284  The declining scale and 
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instability of employment has also undermined the creation of friendships between colleagues 

that developed in large, stable industries like The Austin.285  Similarly, where a long-standing, 

large-scale industry (or similar types of industry) dominating an area once engendered local 

rootedness and shaped local cultures, smaller-scale, less permanent work does not foster the 

same affinity between work and locality.286   

 

Further, ‘work-based’ collective identities have declined.  Previously, one’s work was 

foundational to an individual’s identity and relatedness to wider society and geography.  Now, 

work is an ‘unstable personal journey,’287 as individuals ‘slip in and out’ of a variety of work- 

and non-work-based identities.288  Drawing on Sennett, McDowell describes how ‘the old 

solidarity of the industrial working-class has been replaced by fluid networks of highly 

individualized workers, acting largely on the basis of self-interest.’289  With a shifting, 

flexible culture, Harvey describes a move from ‘collective norms and values, that were 

hegemonic at least in working-class organizations’, to a culture of ‘competitive 

individualism.’290  Here, two responses emerge.  Firstly, as Castells asserts, ‘in a world of 

global flows of wealth, power, and images, the search for identity, collective or individual, 

ascribed or constructed, becomes the fundamental source of social meaning.’291  Hence, he 

describes the rising importance of, for example, gender, ethnic and religious identities and 

those based on geography.  Such identities are often the only means for self-mobilisation in an 

age where organisations and institutions have fragmented.292  Secondly, in a consumer-driven 

culture, patterns of consumption become signifiers of social distinction, shaping both 
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individual and group identities,293 and recognising that ‘individuals play an active role in the 

construction of their own identity’, their sense of self and relatedness to others.294   

 

2.5 The local narrative: the experiences of the residents 

The processes of de-industrialisation and the shift towards a globalised, service-based, 

consumption-driven economy amounts to an overhaul of the social, cultural and economic 

bases of the UK.  In the case of The Austin, the locality around the plant has experienced its 

impact at the most immediate level, and has undergone post-industrial changes for many 

years, culminating with the closure of MG Rover in 2005.  Once exemplifying a fairly-stable, 

working-class, industrial community, it has seen changes to its economic foundations, 

patterns of work, relatedness to neighbours, significance of locality and understandings of 

community identity.  For over thirty years, local residents have negotiated this increasingly 

alien environment.  Now, the area also faces the redevelopment of the site, promising to bring 

renewed economic and social vitality and a ‘new heart.’  Alongside accounts of the area from 

sociologists, historians, policy-makers and statisticians, fieldwork here has revealed a local 

narrative, describing the experiences of those living through the shifts occurring in 

Longbridge.  A full appreciation of the context and the lives into which local churches seek to 

‘faithfully perform’ the Gospel must involve careful attention to these human voices. 

 

2.5.1 The Austin: vitality and identity 

For local residents, The Austin was extremely important in the area, at least in the past.  They 

vividly describe its dominant role in local employment: exemplifying the responses of many, 

when asked to describe what the factory meant to local people, SJ Interviewee I replied: 
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‘Oh well, I mean, they were nearly all employed there.’295 

 

Others expand, noting how a whole range of local jobs depended upon the plant: 

‘An awful lot of people round here were... either worked at Longbridge or 

were linked with it in, not just industry, but in things like local shops and 

restaurants and cafés...’296 

 

But more than purely providing employment and economic vitality, The Austin engendered a 

dense network of relationships.  One who worked there for many years described the 

‘camaraderie’ between employees, saying: 

 

‘...The euphemism was it was the centre of their universe, working down The 

Austin [laughs].  It was like a church in itself really...’297 

 

The plant’s social role is summarised by SJ Interviewee G: 

 

‘I think even Rover was a community in itself. […] And the workers were so 

devoted to it, you know.  It was more than just a car factory, it was a way of 

life, a whole way of life, you know...  But then people would be there for each 

other, people who worked at Rover, it was a strong sense of community.’298 

 

Several interviewees described the overlapping of work and familial ties that Smith observed.  

LM Interviewee H describes how ‘a lot of families sort of followed on and worked there, you 

know.  Your uncle works there, your dad works there, your granddad worked there, and you 

work there,’299 and LM Interviewee C recounts those employees she was related to: ‘all my 

brothers and my father, [husband’s] father, [husband] himself.  Everybody we knew had a link 

with The Austin...’300  At one time, with so many workers living locally, colleagues were not 

                                                           
295 St. John’s Interviewee I57. 
296 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee J94. 
297 Quote is unreferenced to preserve the anonymity of the interviewee. 
298 St. John’s Interviewee G60. 
299 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H13. 
300 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee C107. 
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only friends but often also relatives and neighbours.  SJ Community Interviewee A described 

how the plant once ‘felt like’ the community’s centre: ‘you either worked there or you knew 

someone who did...’301 

 

The Austin plant also dominated the area physically.  SJ Interviewee A captures this:  

‘Well, you used to come up the top of Longbridge… you know where you 

come up Longbridge Lane onto the main road, well right opposite there was a 

huge…well, the factory, I think that was... – I can never remember – I think 

that was North Works up there, but it was huge and it completely filled the 

area.  And then there was factory all the way down Longbridge Lane to the 

main road.  There was a huge car park on the right hand side of Longbridge 

Lane from where the few houses are after the station and all the rest of that 

area there was a huge car park.  And there was the factory all down the side of 

Longbridge Lane from Sunbury Road onwards, from where the Greenlands 

Club is onwards, that was totally factory.  Totally factory up Lickey Road.  A 

lot of that up the top end was the office block, but, I mean, it was a huge, huge 

area that was covered.’302 

 

But the factory was not only visibly dominant, but its rhythms affected those of the 

surrounding area.  A repeatedly-told anecdote was the description of the area’s roads at the 

change of shifts.  For example: 

‘The traffic used to be terrible; when it was Rover leaving time you couldn’t 

move round here.’303 

 

‘If we ever came on our bikes on a ride, you made sure you went anywhere 

near Lickey Road when it was the end of the day shift, you know, ’cause they 

used to swarm out of the gates, you know, you’d have got knocked over.’304 

 

‘...as a kid I used to come home from school on my bike and I had to get 

through the mouth of Longbridge Lane [...]  And it coincided with the 5 

o’clock shift coming out, so I was coming back from school, 4 o’clock from 

the other side.  And they would come out of the gate like a football crowd 

coming out, and just surge across the road and it was as far as the eye could 

                                                           
301 St. John’s Community Interviewee A9. 
302 St. John’s Interviewee A105. 
303 St. John’s Interviewee F126. 
304St. John’s Interviewee J26.  Similar comments describing the busy streets when shifts changed at the factory 

were made by St. John’s Interviewee I57, Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee D13 and in 

Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 35. 
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see there were people, pushing across the road to get on coaches, to be driven 

home or trams and buses taking them everywhere.’305   

 

The metaphor of the ‘heart’ used by planners is an appropriate one.  In different ways, at 

different times during its history, local people experienced The Austin as setting its pace and 

rhythms, and bringing vitality - economic, social, physical and symbolic - to the area.  

However, the most potent symbol of The Austin’s dominance in community life is the 

difficulty many show in defining the area called ‘Longbridge.’  LM Interviewee E asserts, 

‘it’s very difficult to know where Longbridge begins and where it ends.’306  LM Interviewee L 

describes ‘Longbridge’: 

‘...what Longbridge has become is this area of housing that has built up in and 

around it [the factory]. But it doesn’t really have a centre.  It doesn’t really 

have a focus.  Doesn’t really have a beginning or an end.  You know, there’s a 

parish of Longbridge but it’s a bit nefarious.  Like I said, we’re called 

Longbridge [Methodist Church] but we’re really in Rednal, but then we also 

have… It is fair to call us Longbridge because we’re so close to the 

Longbridge Austin car works.’307 

 

For many, ‘Longbridge’ is simply synonymous with The Austin plant.  When asked where or 

what Longbridge is, SJ Interviewee C states ‘to me I’m afraid it’s the car factory.’308  LM 

Interviewee I comments, ‘I always classed it as one particular area.  It was where the works 

was.  I never saw it as an area within its own...  People would say ‘Longbridge’ and 

everybody would just think of the works.’309  SJ Informant A describes ‘Longbridge’ as an 

‘international brand,’310 where ‘Longbridge isn’t an actual place, but the ‘L word’ draws 

                                                           
305 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee D108. 
306 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E46. 
307 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L20. 
308 St. John’s Interviewee C16. 
309 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee I59 and I60. 
310 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 13. 
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people in nationally.’311  LM Interviewee L summarises: ‘take the car manufacturing out of it, 

and you’re left with this thing called Longbridge that’s very hard to define.’312 

 

2.5.2 The closure 

Occupying such a fundamental place within local life and history, when residents describe the 

closure of The Austin in 2005, a complex range of experiences and emotions are displayed.  

Naturally, many speak of the economic effects on the locality: the loss of jobs and 

unemployment313, the impact on associated businesses314 and residents needing to take work 

in a very different employment market,315 often with less pay.316  However, when questioned, 

numerous interviewees also stated that the impact of the closure proved less significant than 

anticipated - particularly in reference to the amount of local people made redundant at the 

time.  Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H sums up the feelings of many: 

 

‘I don’t honestly think it was as huge as we expected it to be when it closed, 

the impact.’317 

 

Indeed, several comment that, by the time of the closure, relatively few local residents were 

employed there, compared with the mass employment of before.  Echoing the comments of 

others, LM Interviewee C remarks that ‘by the time it closed, a lot of the workers were not 

local people; they were people who’d come over from Halesowen and Dudley, you know, the 

Black Country, people from Coventry had come in.  One or two were people who lived round 

                                                           
311 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 18. 
312 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L20. 
313 For example, St. John’s Interviewee H60 and Longbridge Methodist Interviewee I32. 
314 For example, Longbridge Methodist Interviewee B114 and Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee 

A2. 
315 For example, Longbridge Methodist Interviewees K79 and H19. 
316 For example, Longbridge Methodist Interviewee P36. 
317 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H13. 
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about but not many.’318  Others observe that, by the time of the 2005 closure, employment 

numbers generally were vastly fewer than its heyday.  Expressing the gradual separation of 

plant from locality, SJ Interviewee A comments how the plant ‘gradually kind of wound 

down, and when Rover went there was not the impact on the area I think that we expected it 

to be.’319  LM Interviewee C summarises the experience of many of The Austin’s closure: 

‘...the decline to be honest has been gradual rather than sudden.’320 

 

Yet, contrasting with these pragmatic and economic-focussed observations of the closure is a 

counter-reaction, where many local residents employ very emotive language to describe the 

impact of the events of 2005.  It was called ‘devastating,’321 a ‘really, really sad time’322 and 

something that ‘knocked the heart out of the area.’323  Others describe how it left people 

‘depressed’324 and the area ‘on its knees.’325  Some express strong feeling about those who 

they feel contributed to the plant’s demise, including the Government,326 and BMW.327 

Similarly, LM Interviewee J, although never working at The Austin, describes how ‘we had a 

thing about BMWs for a long time, because BMW let us down big time.’ 

 

Since the majority of interviewees and informants, and their families, were not directly 

affected by redundancy in 2005, such dramatic reactions display a strength of feeling towards 

                                                           
318 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee C108.  Similar remarks are made by St. John’s Interviewee E119 and St. 

John’s Community Interviewee D24. 
319 St. John’s Interviewee A90. 
320 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee C108. 
321 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee B113.  St. John’s Interviewee J26 also described how the 2005 closure has 

‘devastated’ the area. 
322 St. John’s Interviewee G36. 
323 St. John’s Interviewee J26. 
324 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee B15 described how local people were ‘depressed’ and ‘very 

depressed.’  St. John’s Interviewee G36 also described how there were ‘so many people depressed and out of 

work.’ 
325 St. John’s Informant P, St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 24. 
326 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee  A1; St. John’s Interviewee I58. 
327 LM Interviewee J, although never working at The Austin, describes how ‘we had a thing about BMWs for a 

long time, because BMW let us down big time,’ Longbridge Methodist Interviewee J103. 
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the plant and its closure which is more than purely economic.  Indeed, many simply found it 

incredulous that it had actually happened: ‘who ever would have thought Rover would 

close?’328  Through the difficulties it had faced, The Austin had always managed to continue:  

LM Interviewee H describes ‘every time it was almost on the brink and it suddenly magically, 

you know, came out of the ashes.’329  So, as SJ Interviewee B comments, the final closure was 

a ‘shock’ to many: 

‘They thought, at least there’s going to be something here, no problem.  They 

could never close the door completely.  It never even entered their heads 

about closing completely.’330 

 

The Austin was a sign of permanence, continuity and therefore future for the area.  Although 

not reliant upon employment there, LM Interviewee M lost ‘stability’ through the closure: 

‘But it was like some stability gone.  Because it had been there such a long 

time, suddenly for that to go, that was quite a big change, isn’t it?  It was 

something that I grew up knowing Rover was always there, and then suddenly 

something that’s always been there disappears.’331 

 

M’s comments hint at a symbolic power that the factory held locally.  For some, such as LM 

Interviewee K, the closure is lamented as yet another loss for British, and Birmingham’s, 

industry.332  For others, the plant’s symbolic resonance was more locally-focussed.  For LM 

Interviewee P, the factory symbolised local heritage.  They lament its demolition, 

commenting that it is ‘a shame that the history part of it [the area] has been washed out’ and 

that ‘such a big thing was there for so long and it just took seconds to get rid of it.’333  Indeed, 

many others comment on the speed of the demolition.  When asked how the closure affected 

local people who were not employed at the plant, SJ Interviewee G expresses a loss of 

                                                           
328 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee C13 
329 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H26. 
330 St. John’s Interviewee B38. 
331 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee M66. 
332 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee K63. 
333 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee P49. 
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something significant (albeit difficult to articulate) to the area and a loss of familiarity 

common to all interviewees: 

‘...I never worked there, [but] I got a sense of ‘oh this is part of the 

community’.  And I felt very sad myself when they knocked the buildings 

down.  And you just saw this vast space and… Yeah, I felt really sad because 

since I was, you know, I’ve been living here all my life and just to see that not 

there. [...]  It’s kind of ‘oh gosh, that was a part of our community’.  I mean, 

perhaps that kind of final thing, you know, with Rover all coming down 

was…that makes you think how much it did mean to the community, the 

people around here, how much it was part of them.  ‘Cause at the time it was 

as if we’d lost…you know, it was like a bereavement all around the area.’334 

 

Physically, when the ‘heartbeat’ of Longbridge stopped, the physical rhythms of local life 

changed too.  As SJ Interviewee I said ‘it was a sad day when The Austin went, ‘cause it was 

always so busy and plenty of everything around.’335 

 

2.5.3 Towards post-industrialism: a long journey 

Although the closure of the plant in 2005 did not have the dramatic economic effects it would 

have had decades before, local residents tell a narrative of economic, social and cultural 

change experienced by the area with the waning fortunes of The Austin over the previous 

thirty years.  Interviewees illustrate first-hand the complex economic and employment shifts 

and their effects noted by socio-economic theorists.  Several describe the move from a large-

scale production-based to a small-scale service based economy.  This is neatly summed up by 

LM Interviewee I: 

‘There’s no big employer’s round here...  They’re warehouses, most of it now.  

The factory I worked for, that went bump.  And they converted it into a 

warehouse.  Whereas it used to employ 130 people, as a warehouse it employs 

a dozen.’336 

 

                                                           
334 St. John’s Interviewee G61. See also St. John’s Interviewee F125 and Longbridge Methodist Interviewees 

H14 and E57. 
335 St. John’s Interviewee I60. 
336 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee I33. 
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This Interviewee describes how many people now have ‘little jobs’, such as self-employment 

in window cleaning, plastering, painting and decorating, because ‘there’s just no big factories 

round here anymore, no big employment.’337  LM Community Interviewee A astutely 

acknowledges that, although the redevelopment promises to offer twice as many jobs as those 

made redundant in 2005, these will be very different to the manufacturing of The Austin.338  

Many lament these changes: LM Interviewee H, exemplifies the feelings of many: 

‘...I’m quite sad to see manufacturing go.  Round here, there was that factory 

[The Austin] and there was Carrington’s and there was some other factories in 

Bromsgrove and, like, the Black Country.  And there’s very little 

manufacturing in this country, which I think is quite sad because we haven’t 

got the skills now.  All we’ve got the skills to do is to ask if you want fries 

with your McDonald’s...’339 

 

H and others recognise that the new employment demands different skills to those 

traditionally possessed by local Austin workers.  LM Interviewee K notes: 

‘You know, if you’re a manager, you can go and manage Woolworths or...  

Whereas, if you know how to put widgets on a motor car, you know how to 

put widgets on a motor car.  And it’s much more difficult to learn how to do 

something else.’340 

 

Some tell anecdotes of redundant workers re-skilling and re-training,341 and some, like LM 

Interviewee H note how this has offered exciting new opportunities for some, whilst others 

have found it difficult.342  Such stories also describe a shift towards ‘poor work.’  Several 

commented that many of those made redundant now earn less in their new jobs.343  SJ 

Community Interviewee A also notes that not only do they miss the good pay, former Austin 

                                                           
337 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee I36. 
338 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee A2. 
339 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H18.  Longbridge Methodist Interviewees K83 and M66, and St. John’s 

Interviewee C31 also lament the loss of (British) manufacturing. 
340 Longbridge Methodist K79. 
341 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee I36.  See also Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee A2 and 

Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H19. 
342 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H19. 
343 For example, see St. John’s Community Interviewees A5 and B9, Longbridge Methodist Interviewees H13, 

K84 and P36. 
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workers miss the good conditions and benefits that trade unions there fought for.344  

Moreover, the new employment lacks the security of which Austin workers used to boast: LM 

I summarises: 

‘I think most people are in employment, but nobody’s in certain 

employment.’345 

 

However, alongside employment changes experienced by local residents, people also narrate 

corresponding social and cultural changes.  Many people describe the importance of 

‘neighbourliness’ to the area, particularly in its past.  SJ Informant A comments that ‘what has 

sustained the area is neighbourliness’, strong relationships and associations between near 

neighbours.346  Indeed, several people testify to the friendliness and support they continue to 

receive from their neighbours347 and make comments such as ‘if I need any help, if I’m stuck 

they’ll help me out’348 and ‘everyone knows each other.’349  Yet, there is also a prevailing 

attitude that ‘neighbourliness’ is being eroded.  Discussing the area after the Second World 

War, longstanding resident SJ Interviewee I states: 

‘Now, I mean, the neighbours, they were golden.  You’d find them sitting out 

on the walls, you know, and having a natter in the afternoon, a cup of tea here 

and a cup of tea there.  And if you were bad [ill], they’d come and look after 

the children.  And there was a real community, you know.  But all that’s gone.  

I don’t know half of the people that live in this road now.  There’s only two of 

us - no three of us – who are originals.’350 

 

                                                           
344 St. John’s Community Interviewee A14. 
345 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee I33. 
346 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 12. 
347 For example, Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee C21, St. John’s Interviewee F130. 
348 St. John’s Interviewee G49.  Similar comments are made by St. John’s Interviewee H61, and Longbridge 

Methodist Community Interviewee C21. 
349 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 23.  Also, Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee C21 commented how 

they ‘know everybody.’ 
350 St. John’s Interviewee I51. 
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Similarly, LM Interviewee A states ‘...I knew all the neighbours down the road and I couldn’t 

tell you who lives down the road hardly now.’351  Even SJ Interviewee G, whilst still 

maintaining close links to their neighbours acknowledges some decline.  They describe how, 

in the past: 

‘...it was the type of place that just to walk from up here to up the top of the 

road it would take me ages, ’cause I’d bump into people… you know what I 

mean?  It was a real community, um, place…  And although it’s not to that 

extent, it’s still… I think we’ve still retained a lot of that.’ 

 

When asked what they believe has contributed to a loss of local neighbourliness, people 

describe the lifestyle changes associated with post-industrial society.  Several comment that 

people today are busier,352 particularly with work, and that a range of different shift patterns 

and ‘unsociable’ hours mean that neighbours often do not cross paths.353  LM Community 

Interviewee B6 describes this from personal experience.354  People note the contribution of 

the rise in women working.  Typifying these ideas, and describing a loss of neighbourliness as 

a decline in ‘community spirit’, SJ Interviewee G comments: 

‘I mean, we [local residents] have seen a lot of change but I think, but I think 

that’s partly due to, you know, changes in society – people are busier 

working, you know.  It used to be that the wife was at home all day while the 

husband went to work and they’d [the wives] have a chat and a cup of tea 

together.  I mean, we have a young couple next door to us who we don’t see, 

hardly at all.  So I suppose I’ve seen… there is still community spirit but not 

to the extent there was when I was younger...’355 

 

Alongside changed working patterns, several note that increased mobility has undermined 

local neighbourliness.  LM Interviewee B comments: 

                                                           
351 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee A100.  An informant at Longbridge Methodist makes similar comments, 

describing how she does not see her neighbours and stating how ‘it’s not like it used to be where neighbours 

would pop into each other for a drink’, Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 11. 
352 For example, St. John’s Interviewees H73 and G58, Longbridge Methodist Interviewees C63 and L11. 
353 St. John’s Interviewee G58. 
354 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee B6. 
355 St. John’s Interviewee G49.  Similar comments about how the rise of women working has contributed to 

social change locally are made by Longbridge Methodist C63 and St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 37. 
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‘...I don’t know how, whether, neighbours are quite the same, you know, 

friendly...  I think when people take their children to school [on foot], they get 

to know each other and are friendly, but I think in the days with the car, 

neighbours tend not to know each other in the same way.’356 

 

Speaking from personal experience, LM Interviewee K described how mobility means that 

local space holds little significance for them: 

‘We hardly know the names of any of our neighbours because when we’re 

here we’re in the house.  When we’re not inside the house, we go to places.  

You know, we don’t actually spend that much time locally.’357 

 

Illustrating the way that work and locality have gradually separated, LM Interviewee G 

directly links increased mobility with the decline of the factory: 

‘As I said, the original population now have all died and there is now more 

mobility, particularly now the Rover has gone.  People maybe working here, 

there and everywhere, whereas years ago it used to be they just walked down 

the road and they all lived round here.  You used to see them streaming in 

their 1000s.  Whereas now they have to go all over the place.’358 

 

Further, SJ Community Interviewee A, describing how locals would once both live and work 

together, comments that the closure of The Austin ‘broke up community cohesion’ and that 

‘friendships fell apart.’359  Here, ‘community’ refers to relationships between local people 

around a shared local identity, and echoes the sentiments of many who believe that, with the 

demise of The Austin, the area lacks a ‘focus’ or ‘centre’ to engender relationships and 

identity: 

‘...Longbridge, it was built to serve a very big employer basically.  Or a 

number of very big employers.  They just aren’t there anymore.  So it's got 

this sort of, it’s still artisan housing but what’s the focus of the place?  It’s not 

Cadbury’s, it’s not Austin.  So you live here, but you’re going to commute 

somewhere for your work quite often.  Commute or something...’360 

                                                           
356 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee B87. 
357 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee K98. 
358 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee G40. 
359 St. John’s Community Interviewee A6. 
360 St. John’s Interviewee K40. 
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‘The Rover obviously was a sort of focus for the community at one time.’361 

 

‘One of the things that’s coming out of this redevelopment is that’s going to 

be a centre to Longbridge.  Well, there isn’t a centre there.  Maybe it was the 

motor works in the past but can’t say there’s a centre there. It’s very difficult 

to know where Longbridge begins and where it ends.’362 

 

That the economic and social lifestyles of the past have been radically destabilised in 

Longbridge over recent decades is demonstrated in a common and recurring concern for 

young people in the area.  Particularly regarding their employment prospects, the demise of 

The Austin and other industries means young people lack secure and ready sources of work.  

Exemplifying the feelings of several, LM Interviewee H comments: 

  

‘I’m not sure what it’s going to be like when those people come out of school 

at eighteen, nowhere to go, no jobs to go to.  ’Cause, good or bad, at one time 

in this area, you came out of school and you went to work at The Austin or the 

Rover or whatever it was called at that particular stage.  Or a lot of boys did.  

Or went into some apprenticeships…you know, there were lots of jobs like 

that.’363 

 

LM Community Interviewee B believes there ‘aren’t any’ job prospects for young people364 

and an informant at St. John’s declares ‘there’s nothing for them to do.’365  SJ Community 

Interviewee E perceives that unemployment, life on benefits and teenage pregnancy are very 

real options for young people now employment prospects have changed.366  With a lack of 

role models in attainable employment for young people, SJ Interviewee C expresses concern 

that worklessness could develop367 and LM Interviewee H believes there’s ‘a danger of 

                                                           
361 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee G45. 
362 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E46. 
363 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H12.  Similar comments were made by St. John’s Community 

Interviewees A13 and E32, and St. John’s Interviewee C5. 
364 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee B19. 
365 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 23. 
366 St. John’s Community Interviewee E32f. 
367 St. John’s Interviewee C5. 
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getting a completely disinterested generation.’368  Young people are believed to lack a vision 

and direction for the future.  SJ Interviewee B believes they need ‘something to do’, ‘a 

purpose in life, better goals, a better future, better ideals’369 and LM Interviewee M believes 

they are ‘lost’, without able people to direct them: 

‘When you speak to young people nowadays – spoke to one - they seem a bit 

lost as though they haven’t got any plans for the future.  They’re not aware 

they’re actually going – does that make sense? – going in a direction, whereas 

they seem to be leaving school and getting to that age and suddenly it’s ‘ok, 

what do I do now?’ [...]  There doesn’t seem to be the support there for them, 

or anyone to guide them to say ‘what do you want to do?  And this is how you 

can do it’.’370 

 

SJ Interviewee C believes they lack ‘hope’.  During the consultation about the redevelopment, 

they spoke of telling the redevelopers ‘you’ve got to put in more ideas of what do with the 

youth to give them some hope.’371  

 

2.5.4 Imagining the future? 

Considering the economic, social and cultural changes faced by the local area in recent 

decades, and the prevailing concerns for young people, interviewees’ responses varied as to 

what they see for the future there, within around 10 years.  A few, all of which were from 

Longbridge Methodist, did not envisage much change, with life continuing as now.372  Some 

expressed concerns about and hopes for the future, such as for employment, young people and 

‘community life.’373  But, however people feel about the future, they recognise that the 

                                                           
368 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H12. 
369 St. John’s Interviewee B14. 
370 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee M82. 
371 St. John’s Interviewee C11. 
372 Longbridge Methodist Interviewees C132 and I54. 
373 For example, St. John’s Interviewee C5 expresses concern about a change in working ethos following the 

decline of industry, St. John’s Interviewee H86 hopes for a ‘thriving community’ and Longbridge Methodist E67 

describes the importance of addressing the needs of local young people in the future. 
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redevelopment of the former Austin site will play a role, in various ways.  For some it is the 

deciding factor for the future.  When asked what they saw for the area in ten year’s time: 

‘I think we’ve got to wait and see how this area that’s been demolished is 

redeveloped and what kind of effect that’s going to have.’374 

 

‘Well, I think if the redevelopment goes through, it should affect 

everything.’375 

 

‘Depends very much on the redevelopment of the Rover site, doesn’t it?’376 

 

For others, the impact of the redevelopment is described less dramatically, but nonetheless all 

described their hopes for the site.  The most common desire is that it brings economic 

regeneration, particularly through job opportunities for local people.377  However, some are 

more specific, recognising that jobs need to be of a different nature to large-scale 

manufacturing, focusing on new technologies, smaller-scale industry and opportunities for 

people to set up their own businesses.378  People also express a desire for something for the 

‘community’ – a focus or facilities for the area, which The Austin itself used to give.379  LM 

Interviewee G comments that the redevelopment ‘could give it [the area] a new heart and a 

new soul in it if they can get it going.’380  But also, in a contrast to what was there previously, 

and reflecting a consumer-based society, several people express a desire for shops.  When 

asked what they would like to see on the redevelopment, LM Interviewee J neatly exclaims 

‘an Ikea and a Lidl!’381  Similarly SJ Interviewee G declares ‘I would say Ikea! No... or a 

                                                           
374 St. John’s Interviewee A102. 
375 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E67. 
376 St. John’s Interviewee E135. 
377 For example, the desire for new employment opportunities on the Austin site is described by St. John’s 

Interviewees A94, B28, C4 and I66 
378 St. John’s Interviewee A94 and Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E63 call for employment centred on new 

technologies, and St. John’s Interviewee J33 recognises the importance of smaller-scale industry.  St. John’s 

Interviewee J33 and Longbridge Methodist E63 both hope for opportunities for people to set up their own 

businesses. 
379 St. John’s Interviewees G64 and H86. 
380 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee G50. 

381 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee J103. 
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great big Tesco’s!’ before quickly reiterating their desire ‘to see something there for the 

community, definitely.’382 

 

Whatever residents hope for the redevelopment, they express an overwhelming desire to see 

the work move forward.  At the time of interview, three years after the closure of the plant, 

with the majority of the site demolished and the Area Action Plan not quite finalised, there is 

real frustration at the redevelopment’s seemingly slow progress.  SJ Interviewee A 

exemplifies the feelings of many: 

‘It seems to be taking an awful long time to get...  It didn’t take them long to 

pull it down but it’s taken an awful long time to get things shifting to go.’383 

 

LM Interviewee A asks ‘why don’t they get on with it now and do something with it 

anyhow.’384  For some, there is eagerness to see something replace the sight of the empty site.  

LM Community Interviewee A feels that the start of building work will ‘boost morale’, and 

similarly SJ Interviewee J comments: 

‘Well, I think everybody’s thinking, especially… that the sooner they get on 

with it and get something done instead of, you know, that great big empty 

space. It looks as if nobody cares for it anymore.  You know, as if that’s the 

end of the world…’385 

 

Whilst some feel positively included in the redevelopment’s consultation process, there is also 

a common sense of powerless about the site’s future, for, ultimately, this is in others’ control.  

LM Interviewee H asserts ‘There’s always a ‘they’: ‘they haven’t done this and they haven’t 

                                                           
382 St. John’s Interviewee G64. 
383 St. John’s Interviewee A90.  Other comments expressing frustration at the slow pace of the work are given by 

Informant P in St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 24, St. John’s Interviewees H83, I61 and J32, St. John’s Community 

Interviewees A11 and F20, Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 30, Longbridge Methodist Interviewees 

D116, E60, G48, H19 and J105, and Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee D20. 
384 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee A112. 
385 St. John’s Interviewee J32. 
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done that.’  This big ‘they’ haven’t done it and haven’t done it.’386  LM Interviewee L admits 

to being ‘slightly sceptical about what will happen, how it will end up, how long it will take 

and all those things.’387 Some say they won’t ‘hold their breath’ about the plans,388 whilst 

others wonder what will come to fruition after all that has been said about the 

redevelopment.389 

 

Since Herbert Austin opened his factory in 1905, residents of the area have been affected by 

what has happened on that site.  It was the major factor in the area’s residential growth, 

provided economic sustenance, nurtured social life and even conditioned the ways in which 

people physically experienced the area.  Its subsequent decline brought changes for local 

people, in terms of employment, lifestyle and ‘community’ - relatedness to others, belonging 

in a place and local shared identity.  Longbridge clearly demonstrates the changed and 

contested nature of the ‘local’ in contemporary urban experience – but has highlighted the 

particular intensity with which ‘working-class’, post-industrial areas experience it.  Baker’s 

concept of the ‘hybridity’ of contemporary life, explored by him largely with reference to the 

post-colonial meeting of people of different cultures, has relevance, but with particular 

nuances for the largely white-British Longbridge.  It has experienced the breakdown of a 

clear, stable class and employment structure which was tightly-woven into its socio-cultural 

habitus.  Today, although the community may look similar to how it did, have a similar socio-

economic profile, and, indeed, be home to many of the same residents, the gradual erosion of 

the underlying networks in an economically-flexible, mobile employment market has been 

especially disorienting.  Here, ‘hybridity’ involves the loss of stability, neighbourliness and 

                                                           
386 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H24. 
387 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L19. 
388 St. John’s Community Interviewee A20 and Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H19. 
389 St. John’s Interviewees A91 and E137, Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 1. 
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shared ways of life upon which working-class experience was built.  One could say that, for 

Longbridge, ‘hybridity’ raises questions less of people of differing identities, but of the co-

existence of people who have lost their identity, and struggle to find a stable one in today’s 

fluid socio-economic environment.  Their environment is alien, economically, socially and 

physically.  These are the issues to which the local churches must respond: questions of 

community and identity, stability and uncertainty, new life and hope. 

 

With the redevelopment of the former factory site, the lives of local people are poised to 

change again, as once more, they area affected by the fortunes of the space commonly known 

as ‘Longbridge.’  As the planners state, the redevelopment will bring a ‘new heart’ for 

Longbridge, new rhythms, patterns and life for the local area.  Although people are unsure of 

what ‘new life’ will come, positive or negative, the future redevelopment promises revival.  

Of the empty Austin site, SJ Interviewee J states: 

‘It needs to be filled, it needs to be energized.  You know, it’s…that land is dormant, 

almost, and it wants something to get it going again.’390 

                                                           
390 St. John’s Interviewee J32. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

NARRATING CHRISTIAN PRACTICE: TWO LOCAL CHURCHES 
  

 
3.0 Introduction  

Having explored the historical, social, economic and cultural features of the Longbridge 

context, this chapter will explore Christian practice of two local churches seeking to 

‘faithfully perform the gospel’ there.  These will be purely descriptive accounts, giving an 

historical and social background to each church before introducing the form, features and 

emerging themes in their life and practice, and highlighting the main experiences and sources 

that have shaped the life of each church.  In the subsequent chapters, these descriptions, 

combined with the awareness of the context, will then give an account of the practical 

theology of each church and its significance within the post-industrial setting of Longbridge. 

 

The churches examined in this research are two of the closest congregations to the former MG 

Rover site.  The stories of both are woven with the story of the predominantly-industrial 

development of the area, yet they serve two relatively-discrete geographic areas with their 

own character, history and relationship to The Austin, separated by the Bristol Road, a main 

route out of the city.  

 

3.1 The Parish Church of St. John Baptist, Longbridge 

The Anglican church of St. John Baptist on Longbridge Lane has been home to a worshipping 

community since its consecration on 4th December 1957, which also saw the formal creation 

of the Parish of Longbridge, an area to the north and east of the former Austin site, directly 

bordering the main redevelopment land.  In the history of the church, The Austin looms large.  
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As the area was being transformed from rural area to industrial suburb to serve the growing 

factory, here Herbert Austin built the ‘Austin Village’ in 1917, which began the residential 

expansion.  The 1920s and 1930s saw further homes built to the north-east of the plant, and 

with significant municipal home building in the post-Second World War period, the 

transformation was complete.  Coupled with the expansion of The Austin, requiring better 

transport links for employees and materials, it is industrial development that local histories 

(including, a church-produced history) cite as the main factor that has shaped the area.391 

  

St. John’s has its roots in the mission ‘Church of the Epiphany’, built in 1918 as a daughter 

church of St. Nicholas’, King’s Norton, the closest town, to serve the factory workers on the 

Austin Village.  It is described by St. John’s in a later history as a centre for worship, social 

events and welfare for the burgeoning community.392  The 1920s and 1930s saw the 

emergence of a house church at 10 Coombs Lane, in the residential developments there.  This 

was soon subsumed into The Epiphany and is remembered informally amongst participants of 

St. John’s. 

 

However, by the 1950s, the major development of the area necessitated the formation of a 

new parish with a permanent Anglican church building.  In 1956, work began on St. John’s, 

one of six churches built in an initiative of Birmingham Diocese called ‘Circles without 

Centres’, to build churches for the new estates built post-War.   

 

                                                           
391 For example, The Parish Church of St. John Baptist Longbridge, The Parish Church of St. John Baptist 

Longbridge: Silver Jubilee, p. 6;  Derek Walker, ‘The 20th Century’, A Very Concise History of Northfield, 

(http://rtubb.pwp.blueyonder.co.uk/northfield/7.htm, accessed 26/10/12). 
392 The Parish Church of St. John Baptist Longbridge, The Parish Church of St. John Baptist Longbridge: Silver 

Jubilee, p. 6. 
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Continuing the work of The Epiphany to be a spiritual and social resource for the community, 

churches like St. John’s were to provide ‘centres’ for these newly-created sprawling 

neighbourhoods, which were perceived to lack cohesion, relatedness and unity.  Indeed, the 

Parish of Longbridge393 lacks a coherent geographic logic and unity, and has increasingly 

done so as the area’s development continued.  Today, whilst the Bristol Road and the former 

Longbridge plant site provide clear boundaries to the south and west, the northern and eastern 

edges are less natural and clear, arbitrarily bisecting the sprawling housing estates, and 

incorporating parts of Northfield, West Heath and Turves Green.  Whilst the parish has two 

small parades of shops, there is no clearly-defined centre to the locality, no ‘high street’, and 

today, the ‘community spaces’ in the parish are three social clubs, two pubs, a community 

hall, a dentist, medical centre, five schools (drawing children from a wider area), a Baptist 

church and Christadelphian and Jehovah’s Witness meeting halls, all of which are 

geographically-spread across the parish.  A survey of places in which the congregation do 

their main shopping indicated that all except one regularly travel outside the parish.394  So, 

although the parish may be called ‘Longbridge’, the term does not imply a defined 

community.  One resident described how the parish is called ‘Longbridge’ and contains 

Longbridge train station, yet it is in Northfield Ward not Longbridge Ward, and does not 

contain Longbridge Post Office.395  As shown, for many, the term simply refers to the car 

plant. 

 

                                                           
393 A map of the Parish of St. John Baptist Longbridge, also showing its location in relation  to The Austin 

redevelopment site, can be found at A Church Near You, St. John the Baptist Longbridge: Find Us 

(http://www.achurchnearyou.com/longbridge-st-john-the-baptist/, accessed 5/12/12) 
394 The congregational questionnaire demonstrated that church participants are not unified in which larger centre 

they relate to outside the parish.  The most frequently-cited areas in which they do their main shopping are 

Rubery (cited by 40% of respondents), Northfield (38%) and Redditch (27%).  Many respondents gave more 

than one answer to the question. 
395 St. John's Fieldnotes Entry 7.  
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In its early days, St. John’s indeed provided spiritual and social opportunities for the 

community to come together.  It held three Sunday services and one mid-week communion, 

and hosted varied activities, such as Scouts and Cubs, Guides and Brownies, Women’s 

Fellowship, Young Communicants and Old Time Dance, some of which continue today.  

Naturally, as the parish church, it was also a centre for pastoral offices: in 1963, 120 infant 

baptisms were conducted.396  The local-centredness of the vision for St. John’s remains today.  

Serving a parish of around 8000 residents, it continues to hold events and activities for all 

ages, such as a club for 7-11 year olds, Parents and Toddlers and two Women’s Fellowship 

groups.  The church supports a local Youth Project and the vicar regularly visits local schools.  

Whilst mainly run by non-worshipping volunteers, Scouts, Guides and Brownies still bear St. 

John’s name and are hosted on church premises.  Similarly, whilst numerically reduced from 

the 1960s (in common with national trends), St. John’s remains a centre for pastoral offices: 

in 2008, 20 baptisms, 5 weddings, 31 funerals (whether in church or at the crematorium) were 

conducted by the church.  Worship continues to be the focal point, with two Sunday services 

(8.30am Holy Communion and 10.30am ‘Family Service’), and two mid-week communions.  

This emphasis on the parish is reflected in a congregation that is similarly geographically-

focussed.  Of the members of the 2008 electoral roll, 75% are resident in the parish, and of the 

respondents of the congregational questionnaire, 83% defined themselves as living in the 

church’s immediate locality, with another 8% having previously lived locally.  In accordance 

with the Anglican parish model of church, which relates religious belonging and locality, 

when asked why they started attending St. John’s, half of those who answered cited that it was 

the nearest church as a reason. 

 

                                                           
396 This figure is cited by John Morris, Report to Bishop from John Morris 8th May 1964, 1964, p. 8. 
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However, in contrast to the rhetoric of the early years, of a church intimately-bound with the 

parish, today, although living locally and retaining a ‘local vision’, the congregation does not 

necessarily reflect contextual characteristics.  The congregation is female-dominated (70% of 

questionnaire respondents), compared with roughly equal numbers living locally.  Today it 

also has an older age-profile: 79% of questionnaire respondents were over 60, whilst the 2001 

Census showed that less than a quarter of parish residents were in that category.397  Most 

notably, St. John’s congregation has few children: whilst no questionnaires were completed 

by anyone under 20, attendance at the Sunday children’s groups run during the 10.30am 

Sunday ‘Family Service’ averages three. 

 

Given the changes in working patterns that the locality has experienced with de-

industrialisation, the older age-profile of the congregation, and its largely-female 

congregation, means that generally they will have had a very different work experience to 

those in the parish.  Today, 8% of the congregation work full-time, 8% part time with 73% 

retired, compared with 29%, 9% and 10% respectively locally398 – although the factory 

closure and the economic recession will have affected this since the 2001 Census from which 

these figures come.  Whilst a cluster of congregation members worked at The Austin, and 

many others in associated industries or with familial connections, the predominance of retired 

people in the congregation and the numerical decline local people employed at the plant, 

meant that when MG Rover collapsed in 2005, less than a handful of the congregation were 

directly affected.  However, the church had remained indirectly involved in The Austin: in the 

last years of its life, the vicar was also chaplain to the plant, supported workers through the 

                                                           
397 All data given is for the Parish of Longbridge held by the Diocese of Birmingham and taken from the 2001 

Census, Diocese of Birmingham, 2001 Census data for the Parish of Longbridge. 
398 Figures are for the percentage of 16-74 year olds, Diocese of Birmingham, 2001 Census data.  



85 

 

closure, and, during the fieldwork, sat on local committees and community groups involved in 

the redevelopment and continuing support of the area post-closure.  

 

3.1.1 Stability and continuity 

It is commonly-perceived that the area has a generally stable population: Community 

Interviewee E comments that ‘people do not move from that one area,’399 and Informant A 

described a ‘stable rump’ of people living locally, often also with extended family close by.400  

Its older profile means that St. John’s also displays this strong local rootedness.  Those who 

live locally (the vast majority) have done so for an average of 44 years, with nearly two thirds, 

65%, of people living there for more than 40 years, and 28% for more than 50 years.  They 

are therefore deeply aware of the development of the area: Interviewee A describes first-hand 

how the area looked when the present church building was opened:  

‘...there were houses on the... the side where Edenhurst [Road] and 

Thursletone [Road] is, on that side of Longbridge Lane – Coombes Lane - that 

was there, but there wasn’t a great deal between the Austin Estate [i.e. the 

Austin village] and Longbridge Lane.’401   

 

Reflecting the congregation’s rootedness in the area is a similar sense of stability within the 

church.  Not only does St. John’s have an older congregation, attenders have done so for 

many years, with the average length of attendance being 30 years, but with a significant 15% 

attending for over 50 years - practically the whole life of the church.  Consequently, not only 

are participants aware of the locality’s development, they are also very aware of the ‘St. 

John’s story’, from its origins in The Epiphany to today: through a strong collective memory, 

Informant A commented that even people who were not present when the church opened still 

                                                           
399 St. John’s Community Interviewee E43. 
400 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 5. 
401 St. John’s Interviewee A83. 
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feel they know the ‘story’ well.402  This is a congregation which is vitally aware of the 

intimate link between church and community: whether experiencing it personally, or having 

heard the narratives of those who did, participants know how they have developed alongside 

each other.  Interviewee K comments that ‘it never ceases to amaze me that nearly everything 

around here is about the same age as St. John’s.’403 

 

The stability and continuity within the congregation is exacerbated by the small number of 

vicars the church has had: just four since 1957, with the present in post since 2001 and the 

longest serving for 29 years, from 1964 to 1993.  These elements combine to create what the 

church perceives as a difficulty managing change - a recurring theme throughout the 

ethnography.   Interviewee G describes a ‘resistance to change,’404 whilst Interviewee A 

describes how ‘a lot of us don’t like change.’405  Change means loss, as Interviewee B 

comments: 

‘You do get that attitude somewhat, when people are stuck and they don’t 

want to change.  […] They don’t want to embrace change because they feel 

it’s not for them and they feel they’d be losing what they’ve got already…’406 

 

However, the stability of the congregation has also nurtured a tightly-knit fellowship.  When 

asked what they liked about the church, over half of questionnaire respondents described an 

aspect of fellowship or friendliness, with some describing a rootedness or belonging, with 

comments like ‘I feel I belong here’ and ‘it’s my church.’  Many describe the church in 

homely, familial terms: Interviewee A describes St. John’s as ‘almost like an extension of my 

                                                           
402 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 4. 
403 St. John’s Interviewee K11. 
404 St. John’s Interviewee G16. 
405 St. John’s Interviewee A108. 
406 St. John’s Interviewee B11. 
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family really,’407 Interviewee G as ‘just like a big family really’408 and Interviewee I says it 

‘seems like a second home.’409  When asked what is important to people at St. John’s, 

Interviewee G replied ‘belonging and family.  And it’s definitely a social thing as well.’410  

This fellowship has been a valuable support: ‘there are so many wonderful people there that 

I’ve found that were there for me when I needed them.’411  The friendship between 

participants is tangible within services: for example, the Peace is a significant part of each 

communion service - not ending until every person has greeted everyone else.   

 

3.1.2 Commitment and participation 

The stability of the congregation has been fostered by, and has fostered further, a culture 

which values commitment, whether of time, talents, energy or finances.  This ethos has been 

central to St. John’s since its beginning, with a key symbol being the Regular Giving Plan, a 

home grown-initiative still in operation conceived in the church’s first years to ensure regular 

financial income.  Members pledge an agreed sum for the maintenance of the church and its 

work, including a serious commitment to regular overseas charitable giving.  Alongside the 

RGP, early in the church’s life, teams of people were established to ensure the undertaking of 

tasks necessary to run the church.  In his report to the 1962 annual Parish Meeting, the first 

vicar described the ‘large number of us at work in St. John’s’412 whilst in 1967, the second 

vicar explained that the church was ‘by no means short of layworkers,’ applauding their 

loyalty.413  So significant were these initiatives that recalling ‘memorable occasions’ from the 

life of St. John’s, a booklet produced on its 25th anniversary in 1982 listed the RGP first and 

                                                           
407 St. John’s Interviewee A51. 
408 St. John’s Interviewee G12. 
409 St. John’s Interviewee I14. 
410 St. John’s Interviewee G14. 
411 St. John’s Interviewee G12. 
412 John Morris, Vicar’s Report, for Parish Meeting, Parish Church of St. John Baptist, Longbridge, 1962. 
413 John Oakes, Postscript, in Minutes of Parish Meeting, Parish Church of St. John Baptist, Longbridge, 1967. 
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describing the annual ‘Stewardship Suppers’  ‘held for both new and existing members of the 

plan.’414  

 

The valuing of commitment continues today.  The maintenance, cleaning and catering teams 

remain very active.  Attendance at services is frequent and regular: 83% of questionnaire 

respondents attend at least weekly, and a further 15% several times a month.  A significant 

number – 13% – choose to attend both Sunday services, and several more attend midweek 

also.  When asked how they would describe the church to someone unfamiliar with it, 

Interviewee G said: 

‘I’d describe it as a church which is... consists of lots of committed people.  

Whether it’s committed to the jobs they do or whatever.  People do give their 

all, seem to give their all at St. John’s.’415 

 

Echoing the words of the vicar in the 1960s, this language of employment emerged often: 

Interviewee C described how ‘everybody there is ever so competent... They can all do their 

job exceptionally well,’416 and Interviewee I, comparing them with others, describes another 

participant as ‘a worker.’417  When a service was cancelled, it was described as ‘an evening 

off,’418 and Interviewee I, demonstrates a sense of duty to the church, described how they ‘felt 

guilty not being there.’419  However, Informants A and F demonstrate how this duty is driven 

by genuine love for the church.  When discussing the beauty of the immaculately-kept church 

building, F says ‘there’s a lot of love in this church... A lot of care been taken over it... You 

can feel it... it almost oozes out of the walls.’420 

                                                           
414 The Parish Church of St. John Baptist Longbridge, The Parish Church of St. John Baptist Longbridge: Silver 

Jubilee, p. 10. 
415 St. John’s Interviewee G12. 
416 St. John’s Interviewee C37. 
417 St. John’s Interviewee I12. 
418 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 34. 
419 St. John’s Interviewee I14. 
420 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 20. 
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In this culture of commitment and contributing, longevity and long-service is highly regarded.  

Interviewee E describes ‘as time goes by, you get more and more involved; you get roped into 

doing more things and we’re now quite heavily involved.’421  However, although many 

experience it as a welcoming and loving fellowship, it can take time for newcomers to 

penetrate fully into the church.  Interviewee H comments that ‘when I first came to St. John’s, 

I felt...for a long time that I wasn’t part of St. John’s.’422   

 

At St. John’s there is a tendency to equate belonging there with ‘doing and giving.’423  The 

most potent demonstration of this is the language of ‘membership’, which has been used since 

the very beginning of the church.  ‘Members’ are those who regularly attend, and with 

membership come expectations towards commitment of one’s resources for the good of the 

church and its work.  Interviewee K describes the church as a ‘club’, albeit ‘a very friendly 

open club and ‘please come and join us and you’ll quickly learn what rules there are’.’424  

Indeed, there was occasional evidence of tensions between the open parish model of church 

and this tighter sense of membership.  Interviewee I describes her reaction when some local 

people refused to give to a church fundraising campaign: 

‘But I thought, ‘no, but you’d want the three services – you’d want the 

baptism, the marriage and the funeral.’  But no, they don’t think that 

somebody has got to work hard to keep that church going.’425 

 

 

 

                                                           
421 St. Johns Interviewee E2. 
422 St. John’s Interviewee H28. 
423 St. John’s Interviewee A51. 
424 St. John’s Interviewee K8. 
425 St. John’s Interviewee I17. 
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3.1.3 ‘Feeling fragile’ 

However, St. John’s feels that its vision of a stable community of people with strong local 

roots, upheld by caring fellowship and committed participation, is threatened.  Most 

prominently, the congregation is concerned about numerical decline.  Informant N describes 

how they have (numerically) ‘seen this church go down and down,’426 and during the 

researcher’s first visit to a Sunday service, one participant described how ‘these pews used to 

be full, but now people are dying and no one is coming in.’427  When describing the changes 

seen in the church’s history, several interviewees emphasised reduced numbers attending 

worship: Interviewee A responds ‘the main thing of course was that there was a lot more 

people there.’428 Interviewee I, describing the church’s early years, characterised it as 

‘absolutely packed.’429    

 

In 2008, combined numbers for the Sunday services averaged 66 meaning that sustainability 

under its current model is challenged.  Financially, income from the Regular Giving Plan no 

longer covers basic church expenses, and extra fundraising is required.430  Further, the older 

age-profile brings restrictions: despite willingness, Interviewee J comments that ‘everybody is 

that much older and hasn’t necessarily got the energies to do things.’431  Interviewee E 

similarly describes how ‘an ageing congregation’ means ‘the ability of that congregation to go 

out and do things is very limited.’432  Interviewee C explains ‘the church, as a community 

church, isn’t big enough.  And we’re getting smaller by the day almost, as everybody’s been 

                                                           
426 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 17. 
427 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 6. 
428 St. John’s Interviewee A36. 
429 St. John’s Interviewee I5. 
430 St. John’s Interviewee D18. 
431 St. John’s Interviewee J9. 
432 St. John’s Interviewee E45. 
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ill and dying off.’433  The church, as Informant A describes, is ‘feeling fragile,’434 and the 

congregation laments its lost past.  When asked what they considered to be the greatest need 

or weakness of St. John’s, the most common responses concerned the need to grow 

numerically, or attract younger people.435  Perceived to be most at risk is the community 

surrounding the 8.30am service, already smaller in number and older in age-profile.  However 

in a culture where longevity is valued, this congregation is also home to those Informant A 

describes as the ‘big players’436 in the church. 

 

But numerical decline is not simply linked to the ageing profile of the church, nor is it 

perceived to affect only services.  Both Tuesday Club and Women’s Fellowship, two 

women’s groups in existence for several decades, whilst appreciated by many, fail to attract 

the young women and mothers they once aimed to.  However, most potent in participant’s 

minds is the decline in young people engaging with church.  Describing the children’s 

activities which happen in the church hall during Sunday services, Interviewee J remembers 

how there was once ‘so many’ children that they could not begin the service with the adults in 

the church before going to their activities as they do now.437  Similarly, there is concern about 

falling numbers at Buccaneers, a mid-week group for 7-11 year olds, the majority of which 

are not regular worshippers.438 

 

Numerical decline has intensified the church’s ethos of commitment.  Participants, 

particularly those more physically-able, are under pressure to commit time and energy to 

                                                           
433 St. John’s Interviewee C42. 
434 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 16. 
435 Around 40% of questionnaire respondents who answered that question. 
436 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 3. 
437 St. John’s Interviewee J2. 
438 St. John’s Fieldnotes Entry 7. 
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sustain church life.  Encouraging people to contribute to necessary tasks, Informant A said ‘I 

know we’re all ‘aarrrgh, numbers are dropping,’ but we need people to serve on the rotas!’439  

However, whilst commitment and participation is still promoted, people also perceive a 

resistant counter-trend.  Several participants voiced dissatisfaction when some are reticent to 

get involved.  Interviewee H comments ‘nobody seems to want to do anything.’440    When 

asked what a weakness of the church is, Interviewee I replied ‘not offering, not 

volunteering,’441 ‘it’s all sort of ‘somebody else will do it’, you know.  They can’t put 

themselves out, and that does annoy me.’442  When asked what they wished was different at 

the church, Interviewee A comments: 

‘…the thing that I wish is that people would not be …quite often I think they 

are quite apathetic and they... always think ‘oh well somebody else will do 

that’.  And that annoys me a bit because quite often they’ve got just as much 

ability to do things as the other people.  They are expecting other people to do 

things.  They are expecting the facilities and the... organizations and things to 

be there but they don’t actually want to contribute to them.’443 

 

Although possibly exacerbated by lower overall numbers of participants, some see this as a 

recent cultural trend.  Interviewee J exclaims: 

‘I think it’s very sad that people nowadays don’t seem to be prepared to 

commit themselves.  You know, they’ll join in things and come if somebody 

else organizes them, but as for... initiating them and starting something new, 

they don’t want to.444 

 

Indeed, many perceive difference in attitudes to church participation between older and 

younger people.  Interviewee I asserts ‘some of we old ones, we can show the young ones 
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what can be done.’445  They describe the resolve and resilience of older people compared to 

the young: in a bout of bad weather, there were more people at the smaller, ‘older’ 8.30am 

service compared with the larger, ‘younger’, 10.30am, because, as Interviewee I asserts, ‘the 

old ones had made an effort to get there.’446  Similarly Interviewee H, frustrated when people 

do not actively contribute and lighten the load for the whole, explains that ‘there’s a lot that 

aren’t able bodied, really, that still do things.’447 

 

Some believe this is associated with recent social, lifestyle and employment changes.  

Interviewee A questions ‘whether people have got much wider lives now and so they... you 

know, they are going off in other directions doing other things.’448  Community Interviewee 

D, describing similar patterns of ageing and decreasing participation in other local churches, 

explained how older people were doing tasks for the younger people, asking ‘has life at work 

changed so much?’449  Additionally, the changing nature of women’s work was cited by many 

– possibly because of the dominance of women in the congregation – as significant.  A group 

of women discussing shrinking and ageing congregations across several local churches made 

comments such as ‘[women’s] way of life is so different to ours’, ‘out at work so late’ and 

‘taking the kids here, there and everywhere.’450  After Informant S described St. John’s as ‘an 

older person’s church’, the researcher asked ‘is the area mainly older folk?’  Informant S 

replied, ‘no, there’s all ages.  But they [younger people] just don’t want to come.  With the 

mother working… the weekend is the only time they get a rest or a lie in.’451   

 

                                                           
445 St. John’s Interviewee I43. 
446 St. John’s Interviewee I43. 
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However, this apparent unwillingness to contribute to church life concerns more than the 

practicalities of time and energy.  A number of participants, particularly those younger than 

the congregational average, display dissatisfaction with the ‘commitment’ model of church.  

Interviewee F describes a difficult time, when ‘it was all just getting too much, ’cause every 

time I was going, I was doing something.  And there wasn’t any time to go and just be, be 

there.’452   Some describe how the demand to undertake tasks actually prevents them from 

worshipping.  Interviewee E asserts how ‘it’s nice just to go and worship and be able to get 

your mind set on what you’re actually doing in the service, rather than concentrating... 

‘where’ve I got to be next...?’453  Interviewee H comments, when undertaking many tasks, 

they do not feel they ‘can’t get anything out of the service.’454  When asked why younger 

people are apparently less willing to get involved, H replied ‘I think people just want to come 

and go.’455  H seeks more flexibility in the ways people can choose to engage with church: 

‘you need people there to do things, but it’s ok for people not to as well.  Because I think 

that’s the way they want to worship and that’s how they feel close to God...’456  Similarly, 

Interviewee F affirms different ways of church belonging, asserting that ‘people’s faith in 

God can be broad and they just show it in different ways.  I don’t think one way is right or 

wrong; it’s just right or wrong for you.  And what you’re comfortable with.’457 

 

These tensions between commitment and flexibility are most evident in discussions about a 

growing church nearby, mentioned because it contrasts with St. John’s in its ability to attract 

large numbers.  Because of its size, Interviewee F celebrates how participants have ‘the 

                                                           
452 St. John’s Interviewee F8. 
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95 

 

opportunity to lose yourself’ without being asked ‘to do anything.’ 458  Moreover, they affirm 

church belonging based on personal preference rather than a sense of obligation or duty: 

‘everybody’s different and it’s obviously what fits them and suits them, you know.’459  

However, Interviewee E, wrestles with this perceived focus on self-satisfaction, implying that 

‘having a good time’ is not necessarily ‘worship’: 

‘I wonder if people go to somewhere like [growing church] on the back of the 

bandwagon, if you like, because it’s a good time.  Rather than to worship 

God.460 

 

Discussing the same church, Interviewee G expresses a real struggle between a desire for self-

satisfaction and commitment to St. John’s.  They recognise that the other church could offer 

much: ‘it’s like if you go and buy something, you want the exact thing that you’re after.’461  

However, ‘that’s no reason to just go up and leave to the church that’s thriving.’462  Having 

visited this other church, they assert: 

‘I did enjoy the services there and I can see why everybody’s going to those 

churches.  But… but I’m just a little campaigner really: ‘save our church’.  

But if we go, ok, maybe we’re fighting a losing battle maybe, but we don’t 

want to give…really…think that.  We want to keep our church going for as 

much and as long as we can.  But I do get sad ’cause I do think, you know... 

[We] could be having so much fun.’463   

 

As G indicates, many question what the future holds for St. John’s.  About the numerical 

decline of Sunday attendance, Interviewee H asks ‘if it keeps going down, then what will 

happen to the church?’464  Some are completely pessimistic, finding envisioning the church’s 

future near impossible.  When asked what they see in around ten year’s time: 
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‘I’m afraid it won’t be there.  I can’t see that they’re all going to be there.  If I 

was churchwarden the first thing I would do is shut the place because I just 

don’t think it’s viable.’465 

 

 

‘Well, there are people at the church who say maybe our church is dying... I 

do worry about that because I think ‘where are we going?’466 

 

‘I think we’d be lucky to have a church.  Because it’s... congregation’s 

dwindling.’467 

 

Participants recognise a vital need for the congregation to grow.  Some are baffled as to how: 

Interviewee I says ‘there’s nothing I can see that I can do to make it any better.’468  However, 

many others assert that, to survive, the church must change.  Some talk in terms of making 

church life more appealing to people: Interviewee B comments ‘we’ve got to make ourselves 

more attractive to them.’469  Here, B recognises that a fundamental change has taken place in 

the way that local residents relate to the church.  They comment: 

‘...I do feel that the Church of England hasn’t really projected itself outwards 

to try and welcome more people in; it’s always relied on people just coming 

through the door – the footfall coming through the door.  Well, that footfall is 

getting smaller and smaller now, so things have to change now.470 

 

Interviewee B observes the decline in natural traffic between the locality and the 

congregation, through worship and pastoral offices.  Whilst remaining a parish church that is 

a spiritual and community resource for the local area, today participants feel there is a chasm 

between the community and the church, which requires creative thinking to overcome.  

Interviewee K comments ‘we’re a bit of a mystery building,’471 whilst Interviewee J states 

that ‘you need something to – and I don’t know what it is – to join the community to the 

                                                           
465 St. John’s Interviewee C43. 
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church.  You know, there seems to be a block.’472  When asked how they think local people 

view the church, Interviewee G answers ‘I think for lots of people I don’t think the church has 

a role,’473 whilst Interviewee H states that ‘they wouldn’t sort of associate it with going to 

church.  It’s just a building...’474  When asked what they thought St. John’s was there to do or 

be, many described how it ‘helps people to worship God.’475  Today, however, local people 

appear not to want this service.  To the same question, Interviewee B replied ‘well, it was a 

centre of worship in the area, wasn’t it?  And I think a lot of people went there years ago 

because it was the place to go.’  But now, ‘times have changed...people have changed.’476 

 

Consequently, many recognise the importance of a new approach in relating to the 

community.  Many describe how the church must now ‘reach out’ to the locality.  Interviewee 

E comments ‘I don’t think we’re very good at outreach.  We don’t go out into the community 

very much.’477  Interviewee A asserts ‘we’ve got to be very open in our approach – we can’t 

be like a...well, we mustn’t be like a closed community...  And we’ve got to be open to fresh 

ideas.’478  Interviewee K describes how St. John’s needs to be ‘open to the community 

more,’479 citing, alongside several others, that using the church hall in more and new ways 

could help: 

‘We would have to use the building in creative ways; we’ll have to try and get 

the hall more to the service of the community, rather than just the church hall, 

to sustain the existence of the church financially and spiritually and in all sorts 

of ways.’480 
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Participants at St. John’s recognise that the model of church it previously employed is being 

challenged, and must be reviewed if it is to move confidently into the future.  Whilst some 

participants struggle with envisioning a different way, puzzled as to why it no longer works, 

others are beginning to imagine a church attractive to outsiders, possibly with a broader sense 

of belonging.  Returning to the parish-centred vision established when it was built, St. John’s 

recognises that the future of the church rests upon how it interacts with its local community.  

As Interviewee A comments when asked where the church will be in ten years time: 

‘A lot of it depends on people outside the church, I think; depends on what 

people outside the church think about the church.481 

 

3.2 Longbridge Methodist Church 

Longbridge Methodist Church began in 1938 and, from 1967, has fronted the busy Bristol 

Road South, a major route into Birmingham and out of the city.  Whilst St. John’s parish is to 

the north-west, Longbridge Methodist is situated half a mile west of the redevelopment land, 

and at the time of research facing the empty site of the MG Rover West Works.  Next to a 

parade of shops and opposite ‘Great Park’ retail and leisure park, behind this bustling front is 

Rednal, a residential estate, and to the west is Rubery with its own high street and shops.  The 

area is on the very edge of Birmingham – the border of Birmingham and Worcestershire falls 

through Rubery – and is surrounded by countryside, notably the Lickey and Waseley Hills. 

 

This area, again, experienced its biggest growth in the past 100 years.  After centuries 

dominated by agriculture, by the early 1900s, the area was showing signs of residential and 

industrial development.  Rubery was fast becoming a ‘well-defined village’482 and ‘a rising 
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commercial neighbourhood.’483  An asylum and industries, including the growing car plant, 

brought employment opportunities.  Transport links were improving and Birmingham was 

reaching ever-further into the suburbs.  The inter-war period saw a flurry of building, 

particularly on the ‘Rednal Triangle’, the area behind the church’s current position bounded 

by three larger roads.  However, the most concentrated activity was, again, in the 1950s, when 

post-war municipal building ‘filled in the gaps.’484  But unlike the sprawling area around St. 

John’s, the Rubery-Rednal locality finds a focus in Rubery’s high street and, recently, in the 

Great Park shopping area: for example, Rubery was cited as the most common place where 

church participants shop.485  Rubery, as stated in a local history, ‘has not lost its ‘village’ 

character,’486 maintaining a sense of local identity despite the changes of the twentieth 

century.  Residents met during the fieldwork commonly describe it as ‘the village.’  

Interviewee H claims ‘it is still... quite a village community,’487 although Interviewee M 

acknowledges that ‘although it’s still called Rubery village, it’s quite big to be a village.’488   

 

The history of the area, again, is intimately linked to the car plant.  In 1983, local historian 

Tupling wrote that ‘just as Rednal is overshadowed, physically, by the Lickey Hills, so the 

district was to fall, economically, under the shade of the giant car factory that developed at 

Longbridge,’489 describing how, with such great numbers of local people employed there, the 

fortunes of the area were intimately linked with the fortunes of The Austin.  However, the 

Rubery-Rednal area also had another major employer: a vast complex of hospitals that 

developed from the initial asylum.  All but one of these were closed and in 1993-1994 
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demolished, making the area around Longbridge Methodist familiar to the kind of 

redevelopment (albeit on a smaller scale) now being seen on the former car plant site.  In 

1993, the area started its transformation into Great Park, a retail, leisure and industrial park. 

 

As Rubery and Rednal have developed and changed, Longbridge Methodist has undergone its 

own evolution.  Longbridge Methodist Society was established in 1938, as a result of the 

Circuit identifying a need to develop its boundaries out of Birmingham as the region grew.490  

Although the church today has a Rednal address, at the time of the Society’s establishment, 

the closest dominant landmark would have been the Longbridge factory, leading some to 

conclude that the church’s name derives from its proximity to the plant: Interviewee L 

comments, ‘I’m certain it got called Longbridge because if its proximity to the car works.  

Longbridge is the car works.’491  Indeed, like St. John’s, in its early days, the church served a 

community of mainly Austin workers: one who remembers those days described how, locally, 

‘most of them were Austin workers.  And the people who came to the church were around 

that neighbourhood.’492 

 

Much of the church’s story can be told through its buildings.  The Society met initially in the 

Co-operative Assembly Room on Bristol Road South, not far from its present position, after 

which a permanent home was sought as the congregation grew.  Land was bought on the 

corner of Ryde Park Road and Bristol Road, and a church built from what are commonly 

described as two ‘huts’, the Society’s home from 1941.  Rapidly expanding young people’s 

organizations and other groups, in 1948, more land was bought and a concrete pre-fabricated 
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‘youth hall’ built to supplement the existing building.  By 1960, as ‘more and more houses 

were built around,’493 and the neighbourhood expanded further, Longbridge Methodist needed 

to also, and plans were made for a larger building.  More land was bought adjacent to the 

Ryde Park Road site, and on 1st July 1967, the new Longbridge Methodist Church opened, 

after much fundraising.  It was a complex containing a worship space (still described today as 

‘the church’), alongside a hall with a stage, vestries, kitchen and classroom.  The youth hall 

remains today. 

 

Over the years, extensions were made to increase space for children’s work and other groups, 

storage areas built and pieces of the original land sold – all of which reflect the differing 

needs and requirements of the church and its perceived function.  The most significant recent 

alterations came in the late 1990s, under the banner of the ‘Vision 2000’ project.  A ‘Quiet 

Chapel’ was made, a welcoming space for visitors to spend time in prayer or reflection.  In the 

‘youth hall’, an out-of-school club began, run by paid workers, and the complex continued to 

host many community groups and activities who hire the building, such as a pre-school, a 

group for stroke-sufferers, an Over-60s friendship club and Alcoholics Anonymous.  

However, the project’s focal point was ‘The Coffee Pot’, a café open every weekday, with a 

paid manager, offering drinks and food at very reasonable costs.  This grew out of a Coffee 

Shop initiative that had been gathering momentum in the previous years.  

 

The church now welcomes hundreds through its doors every week, and the worshipping 

congregation, which averages around seventy people at the weekly Sunday service, is one part 

of a broader community that exists in and around the building.  In lengths of time 
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participating, the congregation reflects the building’s changes.  The average length of 

attendance (although possibly connected to a diverse age-profile) is 19 years, with 52% of 

questionnaire respondents joining the church in the last 15 years, about the time when the 

‘Vision 2000’ initiatives were gathering momentum, and 42% since the physical restructuring 

of the church building.  Over three-quarters494 of questionnaire respondents lived locally 

(within two miles) of the church, and of these, the average time doing so is 31 years.  Notably, 

there are high numbers of people who have lived locally for 50-54 years,495 and for 10-14 

years496: that is, those who have known the area since its early major development and those 

who have since the decline of industry and closure of the hospitals.  Whilst some of these 

figures are inevitably connected with the broad age-profile of the church, it nonetheless 

represents a congregation with varying experiences of local life. 

 

Demographically, the church is similarly diverse (especially in comparison with St. John’s).  

Although a large proportion are over the age of 60 (59% of respondents), 10% were under 20 

- although it is likely that the questionnaire precluded responses from the very young.  The 

‘Sunday Special’, activities for children during the Sunday service, has a weekly attendance 

of around twenty.  This may reflect the relatively young age-profile of the area, which has a 

high concentration of the populace in their 30s and declining with age.497  Whilst no exact 

figures exist, the congregation is also more ethnically diverse than would be expected in a 
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context where 92% are white-British,498 with participants estimating that 20-25% of the 

congregation are black.499 

 

However, the worshipping congregation does not wholly represent the demographics of the 

area, in common with St. John’s and churchgoing trends nationally,500 which generally sees 

older, female-dominated congregations.  69% of questionnaire respondents are female.  In 

terms of economic activity, 55% are retired, in comparison with 16% of 16-74 year olds living 

in the immediate vicinity of the church.  Just 21% of the questionnaire respondents are 

employed (7% full-time and 14% part-time), compared with 61% of 16-74 year olds locally 

(43% full-time, 12% part-time and 5% self-employed).501  More own their own home than 

local residents.  Again, very few participants were directly affected by the Rover closure.  

Similarly, notably, there are very few participants in their 20s and 30s. 

 

3.2.1 Welcome, openness and relationships 

Longbridge Methodist has long sought to serve not only its worshippers but also the 

surrounding community.  In April 1967, before the opening of the present church building, 

the minister wrote in the church newsletter: ‘one of the things I rejoice in at Longbridge 

[Methodist Church] is that you have an out-ward looking spirit... If we live to serve, we shall 

live!’502  Vision 2000 is the most recent expression of the church’s desire to respond to needs 

identified locally, by creating a facility that can be used by local people.  The project aims to 
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‘make the building a more welcoming environment.’503  As well as renovating existing 

spaces, this was achieved in two key ways.  Firstly, a courtyard, designed to reduce the noise 

of the busy road and local industry, was roofed and a servery built to become the Coffee Pot.  

Secondly, where a solid brick façade facing the road existed before, which ensured nothing 

was seen as well as heard from outside, clear windows were placed, opening both the Coffee 

Pot and the worship space to a view of the area.  All who use the building enter into the 

welcoming Coffee Pot area, from which they pursue their chosen interests 

 

Its aim to be a welcoming environment for all is deeply-embedded in the culture of the 

church.  When asked to describe Longbridge Methodist, a prevalent questionnaire response 

was its friendliness and welcoming attitude to all.  Interviewee M describes the church as ‘like 

a house’, ‘where everybody’s welcome.’504  Describing the congregation’s generous and 

relaxed hospitality to the multiple ways the building is used, Interviewee L comments ‘what I 

really love about Longbridge [Methodist] is [...] that nobody gets precious about this building 

getting bashed about.’505  The church is prepared to be flexible and responsive to the needs of 

those it encounters.  In particular, the Coffee Pot, as the first point of contact for visitors, often 

serves more than just food, giving practical, emotional or spiritual assistance where 

necessary:506 the church website states that it ‘provides local people with the opportunity of a 

listening ear and a peaceful refuge.’507  Describing the church-run elderly Day Centre, which 

runs two days a week, Informant Q expresses how the initiative is ‘their group’ for the guests 

to ‘do what they want,’ and those who attend are certainly appreciative of the service 
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offered.508  Further a number of volunteers running church initiatives have social or emotional 

needs: Informant Q describes how encouraging them to help shows they are valued and ‘gets 

them out of the house.’509 

 

Welcome and inclusion is also important within the worship of the church, as demonstrated in 

the congregation’s relative diversity.  Many participants cite the welcome given to children 

and young people as particularly special.  Interviewee E describes a: 

'...general feeling that people welcome young folk into the church; they’re 

actually glad to see them there, you know.  And there are things for them to 

do and they do feel involved and they do have - to a limited extent, which I’d 

like to see increase – ownership of the church.  People do listen to them.’510 

 

This ‘feeling’ has been corroborated by young people who describe the church as somewhere 

they are valued and listened to.511  Informant GA, a young person, describing the way that 

people can often be wary of young people, explained how they can come to church in a ‘big 

group’ and ‘not be judged.’512  Another young person describes how adults ‘will come and sit 

and talk to us after church [...] Everybody gets on.  Young people talk to the older people.’513  

After Sunday Special, the children and young people re-join the service, and share what they 

have learned or made.  One participant comments ‘I never like the phrase ‘the children are the 

Church of the future,’ ’cause I always say ‘no, they’re not.  They’re the church of now’.’514 

 

Similarly, whilst recognising the area is overwhelmingly white, several people celebrate the 

comparatively-high proportion of those of other ethnicities (mainly black) within the 
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congregation.  Interviewee P exclaims ‘the best thing about it [the church] is that you’ve got 

all different cultures and people.  You know, it’s not just white people or black people.’515  

Further, Longbridge Methodist recognises different patterns of attending: one informant 

commented positively that the church accepts that people ‘go when they can’ and still be 

welcomed, because it acknowledges that people may have other commitments.516  This is 

reflected in attendance rates: whilst most (71% of questionnaire respondents) attend worship 

at least weekly, this is significantly less than St. John’s.  24% worship several times a month 

and 5% less often.  

 

Preferred styles of worship also reflect openness to diversity.  Interviewee C describes how 

the church has moved from traditional Methodist worship, with long sermons and Wesleyan 

hymns, to embrace ‘all kinds of different ways of worshipping,’ including drama, meditations, 

visual images and creative symbolism.517  Indeed, the church has developed its own stand of 

seven candles, which is used in various ways throughout the liturgical year where candles are 

either lit or extinguished symbolically.  Interviewee E celebrates how the church has 

increasingly embraced world church music, recognising that it engenders a ‘feeling of not 

community in a very localized sense but the world community.’518  Interviewee K describes 

worship as ‘freer’, ‘it changes and is responsive’ to different situations in contrast to churches 

which employ a set liturgy.519   

 

The ethos of openness and welcome creates and is created by an emphasis on relationships 

within Longbridge Methodist.  The congregation is shaped first and foremost through a 

                                                           
515 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee P12. 
516 Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 7. 
517 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee C21. 
518 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E17. 
519 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee K12. 
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network of relationships, rather than, for example, geographic proximity.  When asked why 

they started worshipping at the church, over three-quarters cited the warm fellowship, a 

personal invitation or that their friends were there.  Interviewee M describes church life as 

much more than worship and spiritual activities.  At Longbridge Methodist, people: 

‘...can get more involved than just the religious side.  And it is making 

friendships, isn’t it?  So a lot more than just the religious side.’520 

 

Indeed, when describing the church as welcoming and friendly, several people made reference 

to the importance of speaking to newcomers.  Interviewee P explains how ‘we make it our 

business to go to strangers when strangers do come in or when they come into church and you 

say ‘well, how did you find today?’ or ‘did you enjoy coming?’.’521  Similarly, for 

Interviewee A, this is an ideal the church strives for: ‘I like to think 99% of people get a 

welcome when they come.’522  Interviewee J describes with horror an incident when a 

newcomer was not spoken to after a service, saying ‘that is something we need to be very 

much aware of.’523  When the researcher asked a group of participants whether all of the 

congregation were committed the vision of the church, they responded that whilst not 

everyone is practically involved in assisting or maintaining the church, the best measure of 

commitment is whether they are prepared to speak to newcomers after services.524   

 

The result of this relational emphasis is a congregation which, whilst firmly seeing their task 

as serving the locality, is drawn from a broader geographic area than St. John’s. Whilst most 

(76% of questionnaire respondents) do live within two miles of the church, with 

                                                           
520 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee M12. 
521 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee P11. 
522 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee A18. 
523 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee J52. 
524 Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 28. 
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concentrations in Rubery and Rednal, there are also some for whom Longbridge is not their 

nearest Methodist church. 

 

The church’s emphasis on building relationships also underlies its aim to be a meeting place 

for local groups.  Community Interviewee C describes the church as ‘somewhere to come and 

to meet other people.’525  However, two church initiatives most clearly express its 

commitment to enabling relationships.  Firstly, the Coffee Pot, the centrepiece of Vision 

2000, and symbolically-prominent as the first space encountered when entering the church, 

aims primarily to provide opportunities for people to meet: its aim is not to make money but, 

as one participant describes, ‘service to the community.’526  When asked what Longbridge 

Methodist brings to life locally, members of a group which uses the church described the 

Coffee Pot positively, valuing its openness and availability for locals to simply ‘drop in.’527  

Echoing the church’s aim to be open and present to the local community, one person 

commented how the Coffee Pot showed people that the church is a ‘going concern.’528  

However, participants see a fundamental aspect of its work is to enable people from the 

disparate groups that use the space, including the worshippers, to meet and associate with 

each other.  Several interviewees described its significance for parents of the ‘Jelly Babies’, 

the pre-school held in the hall on weekdays.  As Informant D described, the Coffee Pot 

provides space not previously available for parents to associate with each other as they take 

                                                           
525 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee C6. 
526 Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 7. 
527 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee D24. 
528 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee D24.  
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and collect their children.529  Further, Jelly Babies eat a meal there once a week, as does the 

Over 60s Club and the monthly Ladies Tuesday Luncheon Club.   

 

Secondly, the church holds an annual pantomime, described by Interviewee E as ‘the most 

important part of the life of the church.’530  It began around 1990 primarily as a fun activity 

for the congregation to enjoy together.  Since then, the pantomime has grown to include a 

wide range of people, from the congregation, groups associated with the church and other 

interested  parties who produce a show which runs for several nights in the church hall every 

February.  Several hundred local people come to watch, and ticket sales raise significant 

amounts for charity.  Again, embodying welcome and inclusion, Interviewee C describes how 

the pantomime is: 

‘...for all ages and all types of people.  We don’t say some people can be in 

and some people can’t.  And because it’s amateurish, you haven’t got to be 

brilliant, you know.  All abilities can be accommodated.  And all skills.’531 

 

Special scripts are written to include humorous local references.  Several months of hard work 

and commitment are outweighed by the benefits it brings in terms of fun, friendship and 

achievement.  When asked why so many like to take part, Interviewee E comments that it’s 

‘the idea of belonging and finding things that they can do which they didn’t know they could 

do.’532 

 

The pantomime expresses another feature that participants view as central to the church: fun.  

Interviewee J comments that ‘the vision of the pantomime is to show that people can have 

                                                           
529 Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 5.  Similar comments about the importance of the Coffee Pot for the 

parents of children in Jelly Babies were made by Informant H in Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 10 and 

by Longbridge Methodist Interviewees M33 and P9. 
530 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E6. 
531 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee C13. 
532 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E11. 
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fun.’533  When asked to describe the church, Interviewee O describes it as a ‘fun church’534 

and a ‘happy church’535 and Interviewee P describes it as ‘bubbly.’536 Indeed, laughter is a 

regular part of worship.  Through this, many participants see the church as deconstructing a 

traditional image of ‘Church’ as solemn and serious.  Describing the pantomime, Interviewee 

D comments: 

‘Traditional idea of ‘the church’ is that it’s a dour place.  They come in the 

doors at Longbridge [Methodist Church] and, you know, ‘church’ is a fun 

place.’537 

 

Evoking the ‘traditional’ image of church, Interviewee G explains how Longbridge Methodist 

has moved away from being a ‘churchy church,’538 and Interviewee O, when asked how the 

parents of ‘Jelly Babies’ view it, comments that ‘I don’t think it’s seen as a church church.’539 

 

3.2.2 Belonging: the spiritual and the social 

This culture of welcome and relationality has resulted in a very broad community which 

exists in and around Longbridge Methodist Church.  Consequently, there is a looser sense of 

what it means to ‘belong’ there, as indicated in the multiple ways that the term ‘church’ is 

used.  It is used in reference to the entire physical complex, the worship space, the act of 

worship, the worshipping congregation and all the activities that go on in and around that 

place: Interviewee H comments ‘I think it’s not just that hour’s worship that is the church, it’s 

the whole kind of... well, the ethos of it and the... outward-lookingness of the church.’540  The 

church possesses a large ‘fringe’ of people who use the building for purposes other than 

                                                           
533 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee J41.  Similarly, Interviewee E8 describes the pantomime as ‘a good laugh’ 

and how those who take part are ‘here to have fun.’ 
534 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee O5. 
535 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee O6.  Interviewee I7 similarly describes the church as ‘happy.’ 
536 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee P11. 
537 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee D15. 
538 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee G15. 
539 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee O25. 
540 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H36. 
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worship but who share some sense of belonging there: for example, Interviewee H comments 

‘it’s like you can still feel part of the church family even if you don’t necessarily go to the 

Sunday service.’541  This is often expressed through stories about non-worshippers who have 

requested funerals there.  For example, as Interviewee K recounts: 

‘I think for me, what sums it up is something [minister] said, I think it was in 

a service and it was during a funeral, or after a funeral. […]  But when he 

[minister] was talking to the family, he said ‘how come you chose to come 

here?’  And mum said ‘ ’cause this is my church.  This is where I come to 

Weight Watchers.’542 

 

Indeed, participants perceive that figures for baptisms, weddings and funerals are higher than 

expected for a church that size, and are frequently undertaken for non-worshippers.543  These 

sentiments are echoed within some of the groups held there, who are appreciative of the 

church and its initiatives: the leader of one group describes how they are ‘impressed’ with the 

church’s activities and ‘do feel part of the family’ of the church, despite not being a 

‘religious’ group.544 

 

However, many church participants hope the breadth of belonging at Longbridge Methodist 

cannot only challenge traditional understandings of church, but draw new people into worship 

and the Christian life.  Indeed, many cite examples of people from groups held there who 

have been consequently drawn into some worship or faith.  Describing how many children 

from Jelly Babies take part in the congregation-led Easter children’s activity morning which 

concludes with an act of worship, Interviewee M explains: 

‘I think because they’d been to Jelly Babies, it’s not a strange place, the 

Coffee Pot’s not a strange place and the church isn’t a strange place.  They’re 

                                                           
541 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H38.  Similar comments were also made by Longbridge Methodist 

Interviewee A23. 
542 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee K26.  
543 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee C31. 
544 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee B21. 
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all happy to bring the children, probably makes it’s easier for them; it’s like a 

step, isn’t it?  Like a stepping stone.’545 

 

Further, the pantomime is seen as being the most effective ‘way in’ to the worship of the 

church.  Alongside many others, Interviewee D describes ‘the number of people who’ve come 

into our church purely because of the pantomime and have stayed,’ and the researcher heard 

several stories from people for whom the pantomime has been significant in their attendance 

at worship.  A number of people describe the pantomime as a way to, as Interviewee L 

explains, ‘dip your toe in the water’ of church, recognising that ‘people are very reluctant, 

find it very hard to go from non-church attendance, you know, going to a car boot sale on a 

Sunday morning and spending it with the family, to full-blown worship.’546  Similarly, 

Interviewee K describes the pantomime as: 

‘...an initial bridge for people as a reason to come in and see the place, I think 

it’s been remarkable in what it’s done.  And I suppose in many ways it’s a bit 

like, I don’t know, almost like the sales pitch from outside: ‘come in and see 

our pantomime and then when you’re there…’  It’s like when you’re in a 

supermarket, you go in to buy one thing and you buy lots of others.  ‘What do 

you do on Sunday in Sunday Special?’  ‘What’s this Coffee Bar used for?’  

‘You mean I can come and have breakfast here?’  And then people get 

interested in the services and they start to come.  So it’s an opportunity for 

people to find out what the church is about.’547 

 

Interviewee K summarises this approach neatly: ‘I guess it’s belonging before believing, in a 

way.  It gives people a chance to belong, then that can lead to belief, or even express belief 

that was there.’548 

 

Consequently, this notion of a worshipping core with a broad fringe is reflected in the 

congregation of Longbridge Methodist.  Alongside less frequent patterns of attendance, less 

                                                           
545 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee M37. 
546 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L8. 
547 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee K37. 
548 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L8. 
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than three-quarters were an official member of the British Methodist Church, which involves 

a commitment to regular worship, learning, service and evangelism.  Interviewee A 

recognises that, for many, ‘church’ is about belonging to the local, rather than to a wider 

denomination: 

‘I say, we’ve only got 90-odd official members, but some of those we never 

see, but there are quite a few who come who aren’t members.  You know, you 

hope that you’ll get more of those really; there’ll be more people who are not 

really committed to being a member but they’ll want to be committed to a 

church, rather.’549 

 

Similarly, Interviewee K describes how ‘my loyalty’s more to Longbridge [Methodist 

Church], because of the way it is, rather than any Methodist tradition,’550 and both 

Interviewees H and J also comment that its denominational affiliation is not their primary 

reason for attendance, but the experience and character of church life.551  This fits entirely 

with a church which places a high value on contextualised worship, belonging and mission, 

and has developed a local style of church.  Echoing this, Interviewee G comments that 

Longbridge Methodist highly values local ecumenical links, and how there is ‘as much sort of 

attention now to the Council of Churches as there is to the Methodist Circuit.’552 

 

However, the fluidity between ‘belonging’ and ‘believing’ has also led to some tensions 

around the relationship between the ‘social’ and those described as the ‘spiritual’ aspects of 

church life, that is, the relational aspects of church and the explicitly Christian activities such 

as worship or prayer.  Some participants indicate a concern that the ‘spiritual’ is not explored 

adequately by many in the congregation.  Whilst recognising the ‘deep spirituality’ that ‘goes 

on in the church,’ Interviewee C describes how ‘I don’t think we have anything like enough 

                                                           
549 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee A70. 
550 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee K12. 
551 Longbridge Methodist Interviewees H35 and J5. 
552 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee G53. 
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housegroups’553 that explore the Bible, prayer and discipleship.  Of the worshipping 

congregation, the core of Longbridge Methodist, there is a further distinction: between those 

who are seen as, in Interviewee G’s words ‘spiritually-inclined,’554 of which there is only a 

small proportion, and those who are not.  Whilst social activities and events gain good 

support, Interviewee E notes that ‘it’s the more spiritual meetings that we have that are more 

poorly attended.’555  Interviewee G comments: ‘it would be lovely to see a deepening 

spirituality in the whole place.’556 

 

Conversely, other participants form a more nuanced view, recognising that the distinction 

between the social and the spiritual can be unclear.  Interviewee B, wrestling with whether the 

church’s goal is to encourage more people to worship, comments: 

 

‘...I don’t know, I think if we’ve got people here using the building and they 

come in, I sort of feel that... it isn’t so important that they come to church [i.e. 

worship]…’557 

 

3.2.3 ‘Moving on’ 

Longbridge Methodist is a church committed to being open and available to people within and 

around it: as Interviewee E claims, ‘it is very much the heart of whatever community there is 

in that area.’558  Throughout its history, the church has evolved in different ways to enable 

this, and Vision 2000, involving both physical change and a renewed ethos, is the most recent 

example.  Consequently, there is consensus that this is a church that generally faces and 

                                                           
553 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee C47. 
554 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee G10. 
555 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E14. 
556 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee G10. 
557 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee B83. 
558 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E21. 
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manages change well.  Interviewee B observes that ‘just a sprinkle’559 of people resisted the 

changes under Vision 2000, whilst Interviewee D says ‘whatever changes anyone has ever 

wanted to make, with a bit of muttering, it’s gone ahead.’560  Interviewee E summarises: 

‘...ever since I joined the church, we were always looking forward to 

something.  There was always something round the corner.  We didn’t sit 

there and think ‘oh, this is the way it is and this is the way it’s always going to 

be.’  There was always a feeling that we were moving forward.’561 

 

Within their vision, it is essential that the minister, as the public face of the church, is open, 

welcoming and able to relate to those within the locality.  Interviewee E observes how 

previous ministers have encouraged ‘the community to regard it as their community 

church.’562  The minister in post during the research period was praised in this regard, and 

Interviewee B describes him as a ‘great ambassador for the church.’563   

 

Occasionally, participants mention, like St. John’s, a lack of people who practically commit to 

carrying out the tasks necessary to keep the church going.  Interviewee K describes how 

‘there’s two or three people, if they weren’t regularly attending and giving the time that they 

do, there are serious questions about how the church would manage.’564  However, this does 

not present major concerns, and it is seen as a feature of ‘any church.’565  Moreover, their 

commitment to enabling people to engage with life there in many ways overrides this 

concern: although ‘it would be nice to have more people getting involved’, Interviewee M 

                                                           
559 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee B10. 
560 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee D36. 
561 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E13. 
562 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E3. 
563 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee B70. 
564 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee K15. 
565 For example, see Longbridge Methodist Interviewees J26 and K15. 
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asserts that ‘it’s also, I think, very, very important that people can come to church and just 

come to church.  And not have any pressure on them to do anything else.’566   

 

Nonetheless, Longbridge Methodist Church is moving forwards confidently and the vast 

majority speak optimistically about its future.  Numbers of worshippers remain steady, people 

rejoice that young people seem to be staying and the community work is thriving.  For some, 

an important proviso is having a minister, who is both capable of continuing their vision,567 

and is not given extra responsibilities which mean they lack adequate time for their church.568  

Others, however, recognise that their vision requires constant work and attention.  Interviewee 

M comments that ‘a lot of people don’t know it [the church] exists still,’569 whilst Interviewee 

L wishes that ‘that more people would kind of discover the treasure of Longbridge 

[Methodist].’570  Interviewee E states that ‘it has to really reassert itself; it has to go into the 

community – people need to know what it’s for’571 (emphasis original).  But this will, 

necessarily, involve change, as Interviewee J neatly sums up: ‘we need to keep moving on.’572 

                                                           
566 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee M94.  The same sentiment is echoed by Longbridge Methodist 

Interviewee K16. 
567 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H50. 
568 For example, Longbridge Methodist Interviewee C76 is concerned that lack of resources and finances may 

mean that the church’s minister may gain responsibility over another church or churches in the future. 
569 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee M29. 
570 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L11. 
571 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E26. 
572 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee J52. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE PARISH CHURCH OF ST. JOHN BAPTIST, LONGBRIDGE: 

A PRACTICAL THEOLOGY 
 

 

4.0 Introduction 

This study has so far provided a ‘thick description’ of the post-industrial context of 

Longbridge and the Christian practice of two local churches within it.  This, and the following 

chapter, will draw these insights together by providing accounts of the ‘practical theologies’ 

employed by each church.  Practical theology concerns the theological significance of the 

words, actions and assumptions of Christians within a particular setting, recognising that such 

meaning and practice has been generated from questions (implicit and explicit) posed by 

experiences to the resources of Christian tradition - such as scripture and denominational 

emphases.  These chapters therefore make explicit the theological purpose of each church’s 

practice as they respond to the Longbridge context outlined in chapter two.  These practical 

theologies are by their nature ecclesiological, describing how each community seeks to 

faithfully and authentically ‘be Church’ in Longbridge, and also missiological, demonstrating 

how each participates in God’s mission to establish God’s reign there.  However, 

demonstrating the multi-disciplinary nature of practical theology, emerging from a mutually-

critical ‘conversation’ between experience, theology, tradition and other disciplines, these 

practical theologies also necessarily refer to social, cultural and historical insights to elucidate 

their meaning. 
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4.1 St. John Baptist Parish Church, Longbridge 

4.1.1 Parish and place  

On opening in 1957, St. John’s emerged with a well-defined understanding of ‘Church’ and 

how it should function locally, deriving primarily from its denomination.  Its opening 

signalled the formation of the new Parish of Longbridge, declaring how, as a parish church, 

its mission, ministry and purpose are predominantly geographically-defined.  The parish 

system operates on an intimate relationship between church and context: it is the foundational 

structure of Church of England ecclesiology, dividing the nation into geographic units each 

with its own church.  It is radically-inclusive, seeing churches as serving all parish residents, 

regardless of religious beliefs or church involvement.  The incumbent is charged with the 

‘cure of souls’ of all, meaning that churches must not only provide ‘spiritual care’ through 

opportunities for worship and occasional offices (predominantly baptisms, weddings and 

funerals), but also be proactive in ensuring the welfare of the entire area.  The parish church, 

as Percy notes, declares that there’s ‘room for all’, demonstrating God’s generous grace and 

hospitable love by enabling all to discover their ‘place in the heart of God.’573  The 

encompassing emphasis on physical space declares that this welcoming God is encountered 

through the concrete, firmly rooted in an incarnational theology which recognises how God 

was made real in Jesus Christ in a specific context, and continues to move through creation 

through the Holy Spirit.  The comprehensiveness of the parish system is ‘a sign of God’s 

accessibility’574 locally.  For Graham and Lowe, it expresses ‘an understanding of the whole 

of the created order in a particular area as belonging to God.’575 The parish church, ‘as the 

                                                           
573 Martyn Percy, ‘Many Rooms in my Father’s House: The Changing Identity of the English Parish Church’, in 

Steven Croft (ed.), The Future of the Parish System: Shaping the Church of England for the 21st Century 

(London: Church House Publishing, 2006), pp. 3-4. 
574 Rowan Williams, ‘Theological Resources for Re-examining Church’, in Croft (ed.), p. 54. 
575 Elaine Graham and Stephen Lowe, What Makes a Good City? Public Theology and the Urban Church 

(London: DLT, 2009), p. 49. 
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spirit-filled Body of Christ can help to further God’s mission in that place,’ claiming that 

physical space is the ‘arena’ for the redemptive work of God.576  Therefore, the parish system 

demonstrates a highly-contextualised understanding of Christian praxis based on ‘a relation of 

loyalty between church and society’577 (emphasis original), which recognises that God is 

made incarnate in each spatial-temporal locality in specific ways.  Parish churches should 

follow the movement of God’s mission in their setting, ‘incarnating the life of God there in 

ways that are both local and catholic,’ as Percy states.578  Williams describes how active 

parish churches should strive to make God’s Kingdom known locally, demonstrating to their 

communities through word and action ‘what...is possible for human beings’ in that place.579 

 

The ‘Circles without Centres’ initiative in the Diocese of Birmingham from which St. John’s 

was built exemplified this territorially-based incarnational theology with contextually-specific 

emphases.  The 1950s and 1960s saw the clearance of inner-city slums after the war to new 

estates like Longbridge.  Although the area had grown since the beginning of the century as 

The Austin developed, this period saw more rapid development as municipal building meant 

people from across the city quickly became neighbours.  ‘Circles without Centres’ provided 

churches in such neighbourhoods.  Defending the decision to build new churches and create 

new parishes rather than fund improvements to existing ones, the Diocesan initiative 

exemplified the denomination’s commitment to incarnating God and enabling people to 

encounter God locally: in publicity material, the Bishop describes how the project is ‘to help 

                                                           
576 Graham and Lowe, p. 49. 
577 Williams, p. 54. 
578 Percy, p. 15. 
579 Williams, p. 53. 
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the Church... to establish and widen Christ’s kingdom.’580  A local church would make this 

real.  

 

However, in new estates, like Longbridge parish, widening of Christ’s Kingdom took a 

specific form.  ‘Circles without Centres’ claimed that these areas lacked cohesion, relatedness 

and unity.  Diocesan publicity material states: 

‘new estates, well-designed and spacious, are being swiftly built.  But their 

inhabitants are strangers to one another, uprooted and often lonely.  The 

estates are circles without centres.’581 

 

As shown, St. John’s parish indeed lacks geographic coherence that moulded it into a 

recognisable place.  Into such disparate communities, the new churches, with their 

commitment to openness and the inclusion of all, were intended to provide ‘centres’ creating 

local unity: 

‘For generations, strangers have become friends around the parish church.  

From the roots of English worship there springs up many groups, clubs and 

organizations, open to all, which most of us need if we are to live as persons 

in a society and not as units in a crowd.  The new estates will make their full 

contribution to our way of life when they are communities with centres of 

worship and service.’582 

 

From their open, worshipping heart, the new churches were intended to create local 

community and belonging through providing opportunities for interaction between residents.  

‘Witnessing to the Christian Gospel in the new areas,’583 as ‘Circles without Centres’ aimed 

to do, focussed on establishing a broader community around the worshipping heart of the 

parish church.  This model accords with Church of England ecclesiology, focussing on 

                                                           
580 Industrial Committee of the Bishop of Birmingham’s Jubilee Appeal, Circles without Centres: The Facts of 

the Case..., pamphlet, c. 1956, p. 16. 
581 Industrial Committee of the Bishop of Birmingham’s Jubilee Appeal, p. 3. 
582 Industrial Committee of the Bishop of Birmingham’s Jubilee Appeal, p. 3. 
583 Industrial Committee of the Bishop of Birmingham’s Jubilee Appeal, p. 16. 
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envisioning the possibilities for local existence through the creation of healthy society.  

‘Circles without Centres’ declares that, in God’s purposes, authentic human existence is 

relational, reflecting the relational character of the Trinitarian God.  Recognising the 

importance of right communal living in realising God’s purposes, when urging support for 

‘Circles without Centres’, publicity material cites how human community evokes the 

character of the Trinity:   

‘[O]nly in company with others can we understand the full meaning of our 

God, Jesus Christ and the guidance of the Holy Spirit in all affairs of our daily 

life.’584  

 

Indeed, early documentation from St. John’s paints a vivid picture of an active community 

church, suggesting success in achieving the goals of ‘Circles without Centres.’  The first 

vicar, in his report for the annual ‘Parish Meeting’ at the end of the first full year of the 

church’s life, described how ‘many hundreds of people of all age groups have made contact 

with their new parish church’, declaring that ‘St. John’s is fast becoming what every parish 

church should be – a powerful centre of Christian worship and friendship and service’585 

(emphasis added).  In 1969, over a decade into its life, the rhetoric of the church as providing 

a sense of local belonging remains evident.  In an article published in ‘Contact: the Monthly 

Paper of Longbridge Parish Church’ distributed both to those in the regular congregation and 

residents of the wider parish, the anonymous author, describing the work of ‘Circles without 

Centres’ in new suburbs like Longbridge, comments how parish churches are ‘to provide for 

the needs of the people’: 

‘The crying need of the suburbs is for community life, and a vigorous church 

can meet this need.  Youth can find purpose and an outlet for their energies.  

Women can find friendship.  All can learn that a Christian family cannot 

always stay behind the door of a comfortable little house.  Such a family must 

be outward-looking.  It must spread to share in the life of the neighbourhood, 
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and it must be interested in the needs of God’s family throughout the 

world.’586 

 

The article addresses a twelve year-old church, calling it to renew its commitment to nurturing 

local community: ‘we may be proud of our church building, but it is no use unless it stands 

among us as a worshipping and working fellowship.’587  It also comments that ‘a new 

generation is already moving in to carry on where the first pioneers are laying down their 

tasks.  The workers change; the work goes on.’588  Indeed, the parish magazine itself, as 

denoted by its name, was seen as a key way that St. John’s made links with local people.   

 

However, in December 1969, Contact announced it would cease publication for financial 

reasons.  A ‘farewell article’ described the paper’s achievement in helping to link ‘with 

hundreds of friends we have in the parish and far beyond,’ and described how it was 

distributed to ‘over 1000 homes, which, in terms of families alone represents maybe 3/4000 

people who see it.’589  Demonstrating a local sense of ownership over the church, the author 

described how its recipients, ‘whether they came to church very often or not, they liked to 

have a link with their parish church and at least there two centre pages of local news provided 

just that!  We tried to make it an outwards looking paper for the hundreds of friends we have 

in the parish and far beyond’590 (emphasis original).  Significantly, the author describes how 

‘the most popular feature of our parish newspaper has been the Parish Records – Baptisms, 

Marriages and the Departed.  The majority of these concerned families who had little or no 

associations with the church, but they were eagerly read.  Here the church was making 
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CONTACT.’591  Such rites of passage are important events in community life, changing its 

shape.  That the church serves local people at these significant times demonstrates its 

powerful role in building, shaping and supporting community life locally.  Reporting these 

events in the magazine was an important gesture which maintained local belonging.  The 

article laments the loss of a key means by which church was integrated into community life: 

the fear was that ‘without our parish newspaper this contact will be lost.  Whether those 

outside the minority group – our own congregation – come to church or not, we have a 

responsibility to at least keep them in touch.  This is what CONTACT has been doing.’592  

Demonstrating its centrality to St. John’s very raison d’être, the author describes how such 

contact between church and parish is fundamental to ‘the pastoral and missionary task of the 

church at parish level.’593 

 

Today, St. John’s remains a parish church, both in name and in the minds of regular 

participants: when asked what St. John’s is here to do or to be, Interviewee K comments that 

it aims to ‘bring God’s love into the community around,’594 and Interviewee H says it ‘just 

keeps coming back to community.’595  The occasional offices of baptisms, weddings and 

funerals for local people remain a significant part of its life.  It runs social and purposeful 

activities for parish residents and is variously involved in initiatives of local significance – 

notably, the vicar is involved with community organisations addressing the Longbridge 

redevelopment and the area’s ongoing welfare in the aftermath of the factory’s closure.  Also, 

the church is almost wholly comprised of parish residents: the close, almost familial, bonds 

that they share are evidence that the church has, in some ways, fulfilled its aim of providing 
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592 Author unknown, ‘Contact: a Tragic Announcement’, p. 6. 
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belonging and community to local people, the legacy of an ecclesiology which sees strong 

relationships as the foundation of faith. 

 

The rhetoric of ‘community’ employed in St. John’s practical theology and self-

understanding, where the church sees itself participating in God’s mission by facilitating 

contact between local people, connects with recent broader thinking about the ‘network 

society’ and how ‘community’ is formed from networks of social relationships.  A key thinker 

about social networks, Wellman defines ‘community’ as created from ‘networks of 

interpersonal ties that provide sociability, support, information, a sense of belonging and 

social identity.’596  His use of network vocabulary echoes that of Castells, another major 

figure in this field, although Castells uses ‘network society’ to describe contemporary, flows-

based society as opposed to traditional, geographically-focussed society.  However, following 

Wellman’s assertion that all communities, place-centred or otherwise, are shaped from 

networks, then Castells’ notion of ‘nodes’ as focal points within networks elucidates how St. 

John’s functions in the locally-centred network of Longbridge.  Castells describes ‘nodes’ as 

places in a network which are ‘the location of strategically important functions,’597 where 

concentrations of people intersect.  Wellman describes the function of ‘public spaces such as 

bars, street corners and coffee shops’598 as vital for the formation of place-based networks 

which create local community.  Here, St. John’s, with its open inclusive approach to 

participation, where local residents can engage in various formal and informal, intense and 

loose ways, would have functioned as a key hub locally – the centre to the circle it desired.  

However, ‘Circles without Centres’ envisaged the new estates without any existing focus, and 
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the church would, ideally, form the heart.  In Longbridge though, as we have seen, St. John’s 

was not alone as a community ‘node’.  The Austin was the beating heart, economically, 

socially, culturally and physically, the true centre to the circle that was Longbridge and the 

main node of countless relationships locally.  St. John’s took its place alongside this heart and 

other community foci as nodes in a ‘network of neighbourliness’, reinforcing and sustaining 

the community which found its main vitality in the car plant. 

 

By working alongside The Austin and other local nodes to create local community and 

belonging, St. John’s practical theology is underpinned by a narrative about the creation of a 

‘sense of place’ within Longbridge.  Wellman, following his network-focussed definition of 

community, views ‘place’ as the location of these networks.   Contemporary thinking 

contrasts ‘place’ with ‘space’, and Wellman, alongside others, comments that the space in 

which relationships occur is transformed into a place once ascribed with ‘meaning, belonging 

and identity’599 deriving from social interactions.  He says ‘spaces continue to be places, 

where in-person meetings or passive observations provide a tangible sense of personal 

identity, a feeling of community.’600  Blokland and Savage recognise that space is not simply 

a neutral context for community formation, but becomes imbued with meanings through the 

interactions within them, meaning that social networks cannot function fully when apart from 

the place with which they are associated.  They comment: ‘place, the specificity of the 

particular landscape, seems to matter too.  Although how it matters, and how it is assigned 

meanings, is subject to contest rather than given.’601  Whilst Castells does not believe that 

physical space per se shapes human behaviour or identity, he recognises that through the way 
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that ‘life is shared somehow’, ‘new meaning may be produced’602 which is associated with 

that space. 

 

Consequently, as Sheldrake asserts, there is also connection between place and memory.603  

He recognises that the formation of a sense of place is a gradual process, and so is intimately-

connected with memory and narrative deriving from the ways human community and 

sociality has been conducted there over time.604  He cites Brueggemann, who describes how 

‘place is space which has historical meanings, where some things have happened which are 

now remembered and which provide continuity and identity across generations.’605  

Consequently, a sense of place is not only shaped from human interactions, but also has the 

power to in turn shape interactions, as certain behaviour and values are associated with the 

meanings it holds.606  This formation of meaning through memory and interaction is a 

complex process of combining different narratives that have permeated that place, as 

exemplified in Massey’s vivid description of her childhood home of Wythenshawe.607  Her 

narrative combines the personal, familial, communal, official, regional, national and historical 

stories of that place, describing how ‘the crisscrossing of social relations, of broad historical 

shifts and the continually altering spatialities of individuals, make up something of what a 

place means, of how it is constructed as a place.’608   
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Places are, as Sheldrake describes, ‘texts, layered with meaning.’609  But in its concern with 

human identity, belonging and relatedness, he asserts that place is also a ‘theological and 

spiritual issue.’610  Brueggemann describes how space is an objective, neutral reality, whilst 

place is deeply-associated with human history and experience: ‘whereas pursuit of space may 

be a flight from history, a yearning for place is a decision to enter history with an identifiable 

people in an identifiable pilgrimage.’611  Consequently, ‘place’ is central to Christianity’s 

understanding of an incarnate God who entered, and continues to enter through the Holy 

Spirit, human life and history in particular places, and, through this, redeems them.  God is 

not simply made real in the physicality of creation and space, but through the systems of 

meaning, memory and identity which structure our lives as individuals and communities.   

 

Hence, the concept of place is fundamental to the Church of England’s parochial ecclesiology.  

In its commitment to engaging with society and working to incarnate God in specific 

localities, the Church declares, in Williams’ words, that ‘we can cope with the culture and 

history of this place, with this language and memory.’612  Indeed, Graham and Lowe, citing 

Bergmann, comment that the parochial structure is about ‘God taking place.’613  Parish 

churches are embroiled in the intimate connection between place, memory and history, 

symbolising the enduring presence of God in a place through, as Northcott describes, ‘the 

identification of Church with the historical continuity of land and place.’614  Percy describes 

how, traditionally, parish churches have relied upon the relationship between church and 

place.  Historically, parish churches existed in a symbiotic relationship with their local 
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communities.  In a Christendom era, where the parish church was integral to local governance 

and played a crucial welfare and spiritual role, the ‘church needed a parish, and the parish 

needs its church’, and the ‘viability of a church was deeply connected to the viability of a 

community.’615  A parish was a recognised place where a community lived out its existence, 

in which the church was integral. 

 

Since these times, there have been multiple challenges to church-parish interdependence.  

Significantly for Longbridge, with urban sprawl, parishes are often not recognised as a unified 

‘place’ in the experience of residents.616  Indeed, in Longbridge Parish, boundaries are not 

clear and bisect areas of differing names.  Here, parish churches are compelled, as Percy 

describes, to ‘find their place’ in order to incarnate God authentically in the human narratives 

and relationships there: ‘to be a parish church, a church must find a community and locate 

itself within it.’617  Indeed, this is precisely what St. John’s sought to do in 1957.  When it was 

built, the church needed to actively find - even create - a sense of place before it could 

incarnate God locally there.  In this, it journeyed alongside other key ‘nodes’ – particularly 

The Austin - in the burgeoning community.  The notion of a parish church opening God-given 

possibilities for a place is more striking when it first needs to open the possibility of a place 

for God to be present. 

 

It is therefore significant that alongside creating place and community through nurturing 

relationships in and around its worshipping life, St. John’s is also a congregation which 

remembers, holding the area’s significant narratives which have shaped its identity.  Referring 

to the way that parish churches enable God to ‘take place’, Graham and Lowe describe how 
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churches must maintain a sense of place as ‘bearers of memory.’618  Through the stability of 

the congregation and local residents, St. John’s has a strong sense of its history both as a 

church and as a local community.  Artefacts and verbal anecdotes reinforce this story.  For 

example, Epiphanytide was referred to as ‘a very St. John’s time’, referring both to the 

church’s roots in the Church of the Epiphany and to Christ’s baptism by John the Baptist 

remembered during that liturgical season.619  A series of banners which hang alongside each 

other in the church are visually significant.  Centrally is a depiction of John baptising Jesus.  

To the right, another banner tells the story of the church’s development through its buildings.  

At the top is a depiction of St. Nicholas’, King’s Norton, the original parish church before the 

area’s residential development and the mother church of The Epiphany, depicted next, built 

on The Austin Village in the estate’s characteristic wooden-style, to serve an area growing to 

serve the factory.  Finally, St. John’s is pictured, the permanent building required by a bigger, 

more permanent residential area.  The banner also lists the names of the four incumbents that 

have served at St. John’s.  However, to the left of the baptism banner is another depicting key 

aspects of the community.  Declaring the centrality of manufacturing to the area, it portrays 

the industries - including The Austin - that have been important locally.  Balanced either side 

of the baptism banner, the narratives of the church and the community make a visual 

statement which weaves church and community together.  Indeed, on the church’s 50th 

Anniversary in 2007, a 50 year-old Austin A7 car was displayed, and congregation members 

present at the church’s opening were photographed alongside it, a strong statement associating 

the church with the plant’s presence.  By guarding the area’s memory, St. John’s maintains a 

sense of place which enables local belonging, opening possibilities for God to ‘take place’ and 
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partaking in God’s mission to create community embodying God’s communal, Trinitarian 

character. 

  

4.1.2 Belonging at St. John’s: membership and stewardship 

The inclusivity of the parish church means that local residents can ‘belong’ to it in many and 

varied ways.  However, this expansive approach questions the status of regular worshippers, 

the ‘congregation’, in the midst of this broad community.  Whilst recognising its 

responsibility to all parish residents, fundamental to St. John’s practical theology is an 

understanding of ‘membership’, a vocabulary generally absent from Church of England 

ecclesiology, to denote those who participate actively in the church’s life and worship.  

Membership at St. John’s denotes commitment and responsibility towards maintaining and 

supporting the church.  This approach was exemplified succinctly in the Regular Giving Plan 

established soon after St. John’s was opened.  Early publicity materials describe how the new 

church looks towards future opportunities, but considers seriously how this future will be 

financially sustained.  However, St. John’s is adamant that this responsibility falls not to local 

people, but to active church participants.  In 1959, the first vicar declares that ‘we have a 

gospel to preach, a mission to serve, a worship to offer and a faith to share’, but that: 

‘To do this work money must be provided.  Surely, the right way to provide it 

is not to go scrounging and begging around the parish, but for each one of us 

who cares for St. John’s to undertake a definite share of responsibility for its 

future.’620 

 

Rhetoric repeatedly describes how giving – whether of time or money – is a ‘Christian 

responsibility’621 and a ‘duty.’622  Underpinning this is a theology which describes the need 

for Christians to ‘give as they have received’, understanding that God is the source of their 
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skills, energy and resources.  In the booklet Preparing the Way, produced in the late 1950s to 

publicise the RGP to church members, three Bible verses were cited, each describing how 

Christians must give of themselves in response to that which God has given to them: 

‘Freely ye have received...Freely give.’623 

  

‘Everyman shall give as he is able according to the blessing of the Lord thy 

God which He hath given thee.’624 

 

‘Upon the first day of the week let every one of you lay by him in store as 

God hath prospered him.’625 

 

Giving to the church is understood as giving back to God, in thanksgiving for God’s gifts: the 

publicity states ‘we ought to give to him out of gratitude for all that he has given to us,’ with 

the new church building understood as a key gift.626  Such giving includes the offering of ‘our 

time, our service, our worship and our money to his Church.’627  Stewardship of one’s 

resources is an expression of worship and an outcome of faith: in his report for the 1958 

annual Parish Meeting, the first vicar taught how the stewardship plan teaches ‘us all to give 

seriously as part of our Christian duty and relates our giving to our worship in a very proper 

way,’628 and in Preparing the Way, he describes how the plan ‘is a logical application of 

serious faith.’629  In a church which sees its very existence and mission as making God 

incarnate locally though creating and sustaining community life, stewardship is an expression 

of discipleship, by sustaining the church so its mission can continue.  Indeed, it is significant 

that St. John’s commitment to ‘overseas and other Christian work outside the parish’630 
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(which continues today) was also integral to its income derived from regular giving - the plan 

was not simply concerned with sustaining the church for its ‘members.’ 

 

The emphasis on stewardship and commitment continues today, with clear responsibilities 

expected of participants.  Consequently, St. John’s displays a dual-layered understanding of 

church belonging.  Firstly, all parish residents have ‘claims’ to the church, and the church 

provides them with opportunities for worship, rites of passage and activities which reinforce 

local community life.  But secondly, there is the inner core of ‘members’, who take 

responsibility for the continuance of the church as an expression of their faith.  Members are 

those who are openly-committed to sustaining the church to enable its incarnational mission 

to the local community.  

 

Historically, the parish system was established when such a distinction did not exist.  There 

was a symbiotic relationship between church and parish, where the church provided vital 

community services, religious and otherwise, and the community in turn paid tax for its 

maintenance.  However, the proliferation of other denominations and faiths led to the 

abolition of the church tax in 1964, signalling the beginning of the ‘present anomalous 

situation, whereby the whole parish had access to the parish church for baptisms, weddings, 

funerals and other rites, but only members of the congregation are obliged to pay for the 

upkeep of the building.’631  Recent thinking has wrestled with the tension between dual levels 

of ‘belonging’ in the Church of England, and gives insights on how they relate in St. John’s 

ecclesiology.  The 1996 Church of England report The Search for Faith and the Witness of the 

Church asserts that in today’s church, there are two layers of belonging, that of the whole 
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community of the baptised, who ‘are invested with a belonging which is inescapably part of 

their identity and which may bring them to church at major intersections in their lives,’632 but 

also the community of dedicated people who belong, of identified Christians who have made 

public profession of their belief, and of those who regularly attend church or who are on 

membership rolls.’633  The whole Church can accommodate such diversity.  Examining Paul’s 

concept of the Body of Christ,634 being ‘incorporated’ to Christ in baptism means becoming 

part of a diverse community, comprised of members with different characteristics, roles, 

weaknesses and strengths.  In this way, the Body of Christ is generous enough to incorporate 

a diversity of confessional beliefs and levels of participation, leading the report to question 

‘whether there is a difference between being ‘in Christ’ and ‘in the Body of Christ’ which can 

be expressed as a continuum of strength of commitment.’635   

 

However, whilst this report demonstrates that ‘Church’ incorporates various levels of 

participation as at St. John’s, its emphasis on baptism as the basic layer of belonging is 

insufficient to recognise those who experience an affinity with church, maybe through 

children’s groups or social organisations, yet are possibly not baptised.  Indeed, Thomas, in 

his exploration of church membership echoes the sentiment of the breadth of what is 

understood to be ‘Church’, but in a way that may elucidate how the parish system works.  He 

similarly distinguishes between ‘active’ and less active members: those involved in the daily 

life of the church, like the ‘members’ of St. John’s, are ‘participant’ members, whilst he also 

recognises the presence of a broad fringe of ‘associative’ members, who feel some affinity 
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with church or faith yet choose not to commit to the institution.636  Although he primarily 

describes these as those expressing nominal religious belief, his categories are also useful 

when considering those who associate with their church less regularly, through pastoral 

offices and community activities.  Common to both Thomas and The Search for Faith is an 

emphasis on relational understandings of Church.  The latter describes how Christ’s 

community of disciples was primarily built upon a fellowship which nurtured belonging, and 

that only within such a fellowship could faith develop.637  It describes how Paul’s ‘Body of 

Christ’, demonstrating the same relational ideals as ‘Circles without Centres’, primarily 

expresses koinonia,638 fellowship, in which people find belonging in Christ, and expresses the 

character of God’s Kingdom through ‘an image of a various community life lived according 

to God’s intention.’639  The local church should be a ‘moral community,’640 expressing 

through its life what is understood as ‘the way to behave under God.’641  In the Anglican 

parish, the whole community is potentially part of this moral community, but the worshipping 

congregation of active ‘members’ stands at the centre, deliberately committed to modelling ‘a 

new kind of life together.’642  Bradshaw describes Anglican ecclesiology as a series of 

concentric circles, at the heart of which is the reality of the Trinitarian God.643  Such an image 

includes people at all stages of faith and commitment, with the aim of bringing them to the 

centre, ‘to the feet of Christ.’  In their worship and discipleship, the congregation stands at 

‘the foot of the cross’ and seek to draw others to worship too.644  The Church’s task - and St. 
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John’s repeatedly asserts this of themselves - is to encourage more people to join its 

worshipping fellowship and embrace its values.  However, this aim is intensified as anxiety 

grows over declining numbers of participants – and therefore stewards - who will ensure the 

continuance of the church. 

 

St. John’s is a ‘moral community’ that expresses the reality of life in God through its 

principles of self-giving and commitment - something which has undoubtedly fostered the 

tightly-knit fellowship they enjoy.  The first vicar’s words in Preparing the Way demonstrate 

this succinctly: he says of the RGP, ‘it will bring us nearer to God.’645  In fact, through its 

ethos of giving ‘in a spirit of real generosity and sacrifice,’646 St. John’s understands their 

congregational life to be a fuller, more proper expression of ‘Church’: Preparing the Way 

says ‘to be a proper church St. John’s must be A GIVING CHURCH.  This can only happen if 

each of us is A GIVING MEMBER’647 (emphasis original).  With this clear concept of who is 

and is not a member, inevitably throughout its life, there have been tensions surrounding the 

coexistence of the participative and associative (to use Thomas’s terms) modes of belonging 

at St. John’s.  In a report to the Bishop on his departure as vicar, the first vicar describes 

frustrations that the majority of parents (associative members) who bring their infants for 

baptisms ‘are not wildly enthusiastic about increasing their connection’ with church in the 

future.648  Similarly, today, this is evident in comments from participants describing their 

frustration when people use the church for their own ends, but are not willing to contribute to 

its maintenance and upkeep.  
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4.1.3 De-stabilising the foundations 

Since its beginning, St. John’s has understood its mission and raison d’être firmly-based in its 

locality, working to maintain an identifiable sense of place in which God’s purposes can be 

revealed and in which local residents can belong and experience the reality of life in God.  At 

the centre is a worshipping congregation who aims to be a ‘moral community’ modelling the 

Kingdom of God through responsibility, commitment and sacrificial giving as an expression 

of discipleship and service. 

 

However, the fieldwork showed that St. John’s is facing a crisis of self-understanding, with 

some questioning the effectiveness and sufficiency of this existing theology and practice.  

Numbers in the congregation are declining and the age-profile increasing.  Participants are 

uncertain how to remedy this and there are murmurings of dissent from within against some 

of the church’s prevailing values and expectations of belonging.  Some assert that the church 

must change its ethos and approach, and although many are at a loss as to how this may be 

done, others make tentative suggestions.   

 

Overall, just as there is a common uncertainty from local people surrounding the future of the 

area, so the church is unsure as to what theirs may hold.  As a church firmly-embedded in the 

locality and committed to a way of ‘being Church’ which contextualises the Gospel by 

making God incarnate locally in culturally-meaningful ways, much of the destabilising of 

their ecclesiology is connected to major social and cultural change, both locally and more 

broadly, connected with the shift from an industrial to a de-industrialised, informational 

society.  These changes have undermined some of the foundational premises upon which St. 
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John’s exercised its practice and mission, and are both associated with the closure of The 

Austin in 2005 and the more gradual post-industrial decline of the plant preceding it. 

 

St. John’s is built upon an understanding of churches as communities which live out a healthy 

and God-given model of human society, both in its congregational life but also in the wider 

locality.  However, the shift towards a post-industrial society has established a new structure 

which has fundamentally challenged the way that individuals participate in society and 

understand themselves in relation to others.  Although firmly convinced of its theological 

justification, by seeking to be a moral community based upon the values of commitment, 

responsibility and stewardship, it is clear that St. John’s enforces a mode of participation and 

understanding of discipleship which strongly echoes that of the industrial age.  Then, as has 

been shown, understandings of citizenship were derived from one’s position within systems 

of production, meaning that work and one’s social class were the primary signifiers of one’s 

identity and place in society.  ‘Producer’ society relied upon the stability and long-term 

security of large-scale industries, consequently promoting longevity and commitment in its 

participants.  Bauman describes how this system demanded ‘compliant and conforming 

subjects’ from the working-classes,649 and was driven by a strong work ethic which 

understood work as moral, intrinsically valuable and – in words which echo St. John’s 

emphasis on stewardship – a ‘duty well done.’650  The structure and ethos surrounding 

industrial society extended far beyond the workplace to determine values, norms, standards 

and patterns of living, and was integrated with and reliant upon ‘the strong and stable 

patriarchal family with the employed (‘bread providing’) male as its absolute, uncontested 

                                                           
649 Zygmunt Bauman, Work, Consumerism and the New Poor, second edition  (Maidenhead: Open University 

Press, 2005), p. 18.   
650 Bauman, Work, Consumerism and the New Poor, pp. 30-33. 
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ruler.’651  At St. John’s, this intimate connection between one’s ‘work’, identity and patterns 

of life is expressed neatly in another booklet from the mid-1960s to publicise the RGP.  The 

connection between work and family life is alluded to when the church is compared with a 

house, where members of the household are charged with ensuring a steady income.  

Encouraging people to commit to the RGP, the then vicar comments: 

‘Your money, of course, if your own affair, but I would ask you to look at this 

matter from the church housekeeper’s point of view.  At home things are 

made much easier when there is a regular income to budget from.’652 

 

Indeed, in a culture where people are judged by what they produce, St. John’s shares the same 

emphasis on commitment, with the expectation that to fully belong and participate 

meaningfully, ‘members’ have to contribute practically.  The language of work and jobs are 

frequently employed in relation to church participation, and it is possible to ‘work one’s way 

up’653 within St. John’s, as it was in the stable workplaces of industrial society: generally it is 

the longer-term members that have gained most responsibility and influence, for example, the 

8.30am service congregation. 

 

Culturally, however, this ‘producer’ mode of self-understanding and social participation has 

gradually been eroded and replaced by a society in which consumption is the basis of identity 

and social organisation.  The former age, built on large-scale institutions employing huge 

numbers and supplying to mass markets, relied upon stability and security.  The Austin itself, 

although numbers employed were gradually declining, was frequently understood as a symbol 

of permanence and a reliable source of work and economic security.  However, the move to 

                                                           
651 Bauman, Work, Consumerism and the New Poor, pp. 17-18. 
652 John Oakes in The Parish Church of St. John Baptist, Longbridge, This is about your Church...and its 

Regular Giving Plan, pamphlet, c. 1966. 
653 McDowell notes that this was possible in the workplaces of industrial society, but such ‘prospects of upward 

career mobility’ have declined ‘in postwar Britain’ and particularly from 1990 onwards, p. 33. 
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an informational society with more flexible modes of production to respond to the changing 

demands of a more specialised market resulted in the decline of such large-scale institutions.  

Consequently, the job market and the work lives of those within it were no longer 

characterised by stability and longevity, but by insecurity and uncertainty.654  In such a 

system, a stable, collective identity based upon the work-structure is no longer possible.  

Bauman describes how in a flexible economy and society, the notion of commitment is 

compromised: since the future is uncertain and out of one’s control, ‘to avoid frustration one 

had better refrain from developing habits and attachments or entering lasting 

commitments.’655  Instead, feeding the flexible, market-driven economy, and in the absence of 

an alternative, people assume ‘the role of the consumer,’656 opting for ‘instant gratification’ 

by privileging the present moment and grasping what it may offer.657 

 

Similarly, multiple elements have combined to challenge St. John’s emphasis on commitment 

and ‘producing.’  Undoubtedly, its work ethic has both encouraged and been enabled by the 

stability of the ‘personnel’ in the congregation, which is now being rocked by the older age-

profile, with the deaths or declining energy levels of members.  Further, the destabilising of 

family life and changing gender roles have played a role.  Following the analogy of St. John’s 

as a household requiring breadwinners (typically gendered male), then it also required those 

who work practically for its maintenance (typically gendered female).  It is therefore no 

surprise that women’s increasing involvement in the workforce as industrial society declined 

                                                           
654 Zygmunt Bauman, ‘Europe and North America’, in Junker-Kenny, Maureen and Tomka, Miklós (eds.), Faith 

in a Society of Instant Gratification, Concilium 1999/4 (London: SCM, 1999), pp. 4-5. 
655 Bauman, ‘Europe and North America’, p. 5. 
656 Bauman describes how ‘in its late-modern, second-modern or post-modern stage, society engages its 

members – again primarily – in their capacity as consumers.  The way present-day society shapes up its 

members is dictated first and foremost by the need to play the role of the consumer, and the norm our society 

holds up to its members is that if the ability and willingness to play it’, Work, Consumerism and the New Poor, 

p. 24. 
657 Bauman, ‘Europe and North America’, p. 5. 



140 

 

is repeatedly cited as something which threatens the life of the church as women have less 

time to commit to church. 

 

However, the stewardship ethos of St. John’s is also challenged by participants who 

experience a tension between the identity and role they are asked to assume in church and that 

assumed in wider society.  Bauman describes the cultural shift from a ‘work ethic’ based on 

‘duty’, to an ‘aesthetics of consumption,’ based on ‘sublime experience,’ where whatever is 

done or consumed is expected to hold some aesthetic satisfaction for the consumer.658  This 

was exemplified in discussions comparing St. John’s with the nearby growing church which is 

perceived to offer a more aesthetically self-satisfying experience of churchgoing, compared 

with the self-sacrificial emphasis of St. John’s.  Hence, where once undertaking the tasks 

needed to ensure the smooth running of the church was understood as an expression of 

worship, some now question whether this actually prevents them from worshipping - 

struggles to encourage people to undertake church tasks also indicate this.  More broadly, it is 

perceived that younger people, those whose primary experience is of post-industrial consumer 

society, struggle with St. John’s call to commit.   

 

Previously, St. John’s motto of ‘freely you have received, freely give’, effectively gave 

theological affirmation to the modes of participation in producer society.  Becoming a 

member involved harnessing society’s prevailing emphasis on commitment for the purposes 

of discipleship and serving God’s mission in Longbridge by supporting the life and work of 

the church.  Now however, participating in St. John’s involves embracing values which are 

radically counter-cultural to those of contemporary society.  St. John’s becomes, especially 

                                                           
658 Bauman, Work, Consumerism and the New Poor, pp. 30-33. 
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since the final closure of The Austin, a last bastion of a former way of life, nurturing a sense 

of stability and collective identity in the face of forces which seek to fragment it.  However, 

joining this community is demanding, requiring a conscious decision to commit that is at odds 

with prevailing social trends.  This, and the associated general move away from organised 

religion in British culture, explains why the age-profile of the congregation has gradually 

increased as it has failed to attract new participants.  It is also understandable that they wrestle 

with how they may do this.  However, this is seen as essential, to both serve God’s 

evangelistic mission to create more disciples, but also to ensure there are enough people to 

undertake the tasks necessary for the church to continue - indeed, current participants believe 

the future relies on this.  Some are genuinely baffled as to how to grow.  Others, using the 

language of consumer culture, consider ways to make the church more attractive.  Some are 

beginning to think more creatively about how the church can ‘reach out’ and engage with the 

community in new ways.  And others still are pondering whether its counter-cultural ethos 

needs adaptation or change.  St. John’s must seriously consider whether to be confidently 

counter-cultural, maintaining its emphasis on stewardship, or somehow adapt its practical 

theology for a post-industrial climate. 

 

4.1.4 Losing its place 

However, the post-industrial changes that the context of Longbridge has experienced with the 

decline and closure of The Austin also challenge St. John’s practical theology in another, vital 

sense.  The significance of local space has fundamentally changed, with important 

consequences for the church’s mission to create a sense of place, local identity and healthy 

community in which to make God incarnate.  The Austin, the beating heart of the area, the 

main node which cemented and maintained community life socially, economically, culturally 
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and physically, is no more.  Yet further, the fieldwork shows that alongside the plant’s 

closure, others also lament the decline of other ‘foci’ for the local community, including the 

closure of community centres,659 smaller local shops660 and local pubs.661  The networks that 

were once located in Longbridge were dense and multilayered, shaped from the lives of many 

who were living, working, shopping and relaxing in the same area.  However, multiple forces 

have reduced the density of local networks: increased mobility and improved communications 

mean people ‘live’ and interact in multiple locations over a broader areas, the loss of large-

scale industries concentrated in one area have been replaced by smaller workplaces in a range 

of locations and the decline of long-term employment have undermined the duration of work-

based networks.  Networks of community have been loosened from particular locations.  

Wellman describes how society has shifted from ‘door-to-door connectivity’, community 

networks concentrated in particular locations where individuals know each other well and 

communicate ‘door-to-door.’  Here, public spaces, ‘nodes’, enabled people to interact and 

strengthened community networks.  However, society has shifted to ‘place-to-place 

communities’: mobility has enabled the connection of more places, meaning social 

relationships are not geographically-limited.662  In line with a consumer society, relationships 

and communities are also ‘more voluntary and selective than the public communities of the 

past.’663  Indeed, as the fieldwork showed, local people have sharply experienced this loss of 

local connectivity, and repeatedly lament the decline of the ‘neighbourliness’ that was once so 

vital to local life. 

 

                                                           
659 St. John’s Interviewee G64. 
660 Comments about the closure of smaller local shopping areas are made by St. John’s Interviewees A100, C22, 

and F120, St. John’s Community Interviewees A7, A8 and D12, Longbridge Methodist Interviewees B110 and 

H9 and Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee D2f. 
661 The closure of pubs as focal points for the area are discussed by St. John’s Interviewees B44 and H75f, St. 

John’s Community Interviewee D13 and Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee D9. 
662 Wellman, pp. 231ff. 
663 Wellman, p. 234. 



143 

 

If place is understood as the location of social networks and derives its meaning from them, 

then the changed experience and significance of local space has led some to describe a ‘crisis 

of place.’664  The intimate connection between human narrative, memories and space is 

loosened.  With the decline and closure of industry, Longbridge, what was once a place with a 

clear identity, interwoven human narratives and common history has lost its meaning, 

becoming a mere space.  This is symbolised most powerfully in the empty Austin site.  That 

space has powerful symbolic meanings: the factory that stood there was central to the history 

and memory of the area, the very reason for its existence.  Hence, the name ‘Longbridge’ was 

indeed synonymous with the factory.  However, this meaning-filled site has become mere 

empty space, and ‘Longbridge’ (the site) has lost its narrative and meaning.  If spaces are 

attributed narratives deriving from memories, then the destruction of the factory is a potent 

sign of the loss of memories and stories around which local people gathered and through 

which community life was strengthened.  Further, the loss of the plant has also fundamentally 

altered community life by changing the way locals physically interact with each other.  

Massey describes how architecture is ‘the frame of social relations through which we live,’665 

and indeed, as has been seen, The Austin had a powerful influence on the physical patterns 

and rhythms of people in that place.  Hence, local residents do talk with such force and drama 

about the closure.  Although acknowledging its impact was less significant than expected in 

terms of lost jobs, the closure meant the area was ‘on its knees’ and ‘depressed’, for it meant 

the way of life centred around that factory, the narrative of an industrial community that had 

shaped the area’s identity for so long, although declining for many years, was finally lost 

forever.  Therefore, it is no surprise that people find the future hard to envisage whilst the 

space lies empty.  Many are naturally frustrated at the redevelopment’s slow progress and are 

                                                           
664 Sheldrake, p. 2. 
665 Massey, p. 462. 
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extremely keen to see work begin – with some more concerned that it happens soon than with 

the content of the development.  Significantly, concern for the future was more pronounced 

by those in the area around St. John’s, since that area is physically closer to the empty site, 

with one edge of the parish bounded by it.  For them, the empty site is an unavoidable 

reminder of the loss of the past. 

 

Consequently, this loss of ‘place’ - which occurred both gradually over time with post-

industrial forces, but with increased force with the closure of the plant and demolition of the 

site - has seriously challenged St. John’s mission to create and sustain ‘place’ locally through 

nurturing a community with a shared identity and memory.  Once, the church was woven into 

the fabric of the place both serving and drawing its vitality from community life.  Now, St. 

John’s seems increasingly disembedded from its parish.  Hence, whilst being a life-giving and 

supportive ‘family’ for its existing ‘members’, the church has struggled to attract new 

participants in recent years, resulting in an older age-profile and demographic that does not 

reflect the wider parish.  This is exacerbated by its counter-cultural emphasis on stewardship 

and by the declining influence of Christianity in Britain generally, where the once taken-for-

granted traffic between community and church has waned.  However, more potently, the 

connection between church and place that is so integral to St. John’s mission as a parish 

church is destabilised.  Indeed, there is a prevailing sense that it feels itself isolated from its 

context: many participants commented on the need for the church to be more proactive in its 

outreach, whilst others describe their frustration at not being able to encourage more 

participants, and others again see the future of the church as critically dependent on what local 

people think of the church.  Whilst community groups involving non-worshipping locals still 

continue at St. John’s, these involve fewer numbers and are less integrated with the 
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worshipping congregation: for example, the uniformed organisations are no longer involved 

in regular ‘parade services.’ 

 

Participants at St. John’s are therefore restless and questioning.  Many struggle to see what 

the future holds for the church.  They believe it necessarily depends on the future of the area, 

and since that is hard to envisage whilst The Austin site is empty, so too the future of St. 

John’s, historically woven into the life of the parish, relies upon what happens there.  The 

redevelopment promises a ‘new heart for Longbridge,’ a new chapter in the Longbridge 

narrative which will create a new place and a new parish in which St. John’s can make God 

incarnate once again. 

 

4.1.5 Presence... and engagement? 

Until the redevelopment of The Austin site happens, St. John’s is a parish church that has ‘lost 

its place.’  Indeed, in a denomination whose ecclesiology is based on God’s mission ‘taking 

place’, the changing significance of ‘the local’ has been an issue that the Church of England 

wrestled with in recent years.  Whilst firmly committed to a contextual, incarnational 

ecclesiology, working to realise the Kingdom of God in creation, the Church of England 

recognises that the parish system needs reform or re-conceptualisation if it is to function 

faithfully in contemporary Britain.  Percy says ‘in the complex, porous and ambiguous spaces 

of our future, the Church [of England] will need to find its places in society once again’ 

(emphasis added).666  If, as Wellman asserts, ‘place’ is the setting of social networks, then a 

ministry of place needs to encompass those non-geographic places in which human 
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community and relationality is lived – a central emphasis on the 2004 Church of England 

report Mission-shaped Church.667 

 

However, alongside this, the Church of England is also reasserting the importance of locally-

based mission, despite (or because of) the changing significance and experience of place.  

Presence and Engagement (2005) comments that ‘most people are aware of neighbourhood in 

however restricted a sense,’668 and as one space in which we are present, however loosely or 

tentatively, Christians are compelled to ‘discover the Kingdom of God’ in their localities.  At 

the root of this remains the Anglican conviction in the centrality of the incarnation of God and 

God’s mission to all arenas of life, and the commitment to discovering and furthering the 

incarnation in such areas.669  Whilst the parish system has always organised its ministry 

around a commitment to ‘comprehensive presence’670 across all local spaces, in contemporary 

society, this assumes a more prophetic and radically counter-cultural character.  When 

localities are characterised by mobility, temporariness and abandonment by the workplaces, 

shops, pubs and other features that formerly shaped their life, and in a society that lacks 

commitment and permanence, the enduring and stable presence of the Church of England is a 

‘powerful counter-cultural symbol of the unchanging love of God for humanity.’671  However, 

parish church presence must be accompanied by engagement, an active involvement with 

local people enabling the ‘discovery of the real presence of Christ amongst those who seem to 

                                                           
667 Church of England, Mission-shaped Church. 
668 Church of England Mission and Public Affairs Council, Presence and Engagement: the Churches' Task in a 

Multi faith Society (London: General Synod, 2005), p. 12. 
669 Church of England Mission and Public Affairs Council, p. 8. 
670 Church of England Mission and Public Affairs Council, p. 11. 
671 Church of England Mission and Public Affairs Council, p. 12. 
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be ‘other’ to the churches.’672  This enables and expresses God’s mission to ‘bring humans 

being into relationship with each other in love’673 in God’s Kingdom. 

 

These words reflect the aims of ‘Circles without Centres’ upon which St. John’s was built: 

that parish churches can actively create unity within fragmented communities.  St. John’s is 

being called to return to its origins and assert its ‘place-building’ mission anew.  Echoing the 

concept of church as a ‘node’ in community life, Graham and Lowe urge parish churches 

today to use their buildings for the service of the wider community,674 something which is 

increasingly important with the decline of ‘community spaces’ generally.  Indeed, many at St. 

John’s are calling for the building to be used more creatively in mission and outreach.  

However, the crucial difference with this model of place-building Christian mission today is 

that, rather than harnessing prevailing social trends for the purposes of the Gospel, this 

involves challenging and battling against opposing forces which constantly undermine local 

place, resisting the negative forces of fragmentation, insecurity and individualisation which 

characterise much of globalised, post-industrial, consumer society.  Another Church of 

England report, Faithful Cities (2006), acknowledges that the ‘commitment to 

neighbourhood’675 shown by parish churches plays a crucial role in forming the social capital 

necessary to create community cohesion, regenerate urban areas and overcome social 

problems that have accompanied the fragmentation and diversification of localities.676  

Castells similarly notes how local spaces are crucial ‘sites of resistance’ where locally-based 

groups can become a key source of collective empowerment ‘against the unpredictability of 

                                                           
672 Church of England Mission and Public Affairs Council, p. 11. 
673 Church of England Mission and Public Affairs Council, p. 8. 
674 Graham and Lowe, pp. 136ff. 
675 Church of England Commission on Urban Life and Faith, Faithful Cities: a Call for Celebration, Vision and 

Justice (London: Methodist Publishing House & Church House, 2006, p. 3. 
676 Church of England Commission on Urban Life and Faith, pp. 1-4. 
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the unknown and uncontrollable.’677  Faithful Cities, citing Cavanaugh, describes how 

churches must demonstrate an ‘alternative performance’, a way of being that rejects the 

negative features of contemporary society.678  Potentially then, there is space for St. John’s to 

remain a moral community shaped around the (counter-cultural) values of commitment and 

stewardship as an expression of discipleship, promoting a vision of belonging based on 

mutually-dependent relationships which not only embody the character of the Trinitarian God 

but also resist the individualising forces of ‘consumer society.’  However, this may not be 

easy, congregational growth may prove slow and participants will continue to experience the 

tension between the selves that church and culture call them to embody. 

 

However, it remains that if St. John’s is to be present and engaged, currently it has lost a 

place to be engaged with.  The former Austin site adjoining the parish promises to provide 

countless opportunities with which the incarnational practical theology St. John’s can engage.  

Yet whilst the site is empty, and ‘Longbridge’ is being remade, then St. John’s will find it 

difficult to fulfil its mission to the Parish of Longbridge. 

 

Although St. John’s is uncertain about its future, its very commitment – and St. John’s takes 

commitment seriously - to presence locally means that it is poised to engage with the local 

area in faithful mission in the future.  Interviewee J commented that the church has ‘quite a 

strong instinct for survival but survival into what I’m not quite sure.’679  It declares the 

‘identification of Church with the historical continuity of land and place,’680 demonstrating 

the constant love of God which has accompanied the community through the past and will 

                                                           
677 Manuel Castells, The Power of Identity, first edition (Malden, Mass.; Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), p. 61. 
678 William Cavanaugh, cited by Church of England Commission on Urban Life and Faith, p. 49. 
679 St. John’s Interviewee J19. 
680 Northcott, p. 120. 
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continue to in the future.  Although the area has lost its heart - The Austin - and many other 

symbolic places and spaces which formerly shaped and maintained the community’s identity, 

St. John’s role as ‘guardian of memory’ is more significant than ever before.  Through this, 

the church can ensure that the new Longbridge that emerges does not represent a break from 

the past but continues the narrative of place, offering some stability at a time of uncertainty 

and, consequently, hope for the future.  Here, St. John’s use of the name Longbridge for its 

parish takes on new significance.  Sheldrake comments that ‘names give the landscape a 

particular meaning in relation to human memories.  No name is arbitrary.  Every name, even a 

single word, is a code that, once understood, unlocks a world of associations, events, people 

and their stories.’681  Although ‘Longbridge’ is a contested term, not frequently used in church 

participants’ addresses and used in a variety of ways, it is generally associated with The 

Austin plant.  Whether this was its original intention at the beginning is uncertain, but St. 

John’s, as the church for the Parish of Longbridge links the church and the area in some 

respect to the factory that once stood, providing much-needed continuity with the past.  

Indeed, local people clearly see this: the Area Action Plan describes how there has been 

‘considerable community interest’ in ‘marking the history and heritage of the area’ through a 

special centre which celebrates and remembers the past to be built on the redevelopment.682 

 

When parish churches are required to undertake such a challenging mission in a changing and 

unfamiliar environment, the temptation is to develop an ‘inward-looking mentality and a 

tendency towards sectarianism.’683  Instead, Sledge comments that churches are required to 

embrace ‘vulnerability’, recognising that Jesus’ own mission took him out of the secure and 
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683 Church of England Commission on Urban Life and Faith, p. 47. 
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certain and to rely on the strength of God.684  Thomas asserts that parish churches need to 

‘enter fully into the experience of crucifixion’ and the way of the ‘self-emptying God, who 

accepts death in order to release life.’685  As we have seen, St. John’s faces the strong 

temptation to retreat from its community, aided by its strict demarcation of boundaries and its 

self-confessed difficulty with ‘change.’  Indeed, with a congregation that does not wholly 

reflect the demographic of the parish and an apparent disembedding of church from 

community, a hermeneutic of suspicion must be applied when exploring its practical theology 

which recognises this risk.  However, at the same time, St. John’s does clearly embrace the 

way of vulnerability, crucifixion and death.  It clearly recognises that it is at a crossroads, a 

time for self-examination and reconsideration of its practices and ethos.  Some are 

recognising the importance of changing, and developing an outward-looking attitude to 

embracing the community.  But it is also experiencing the way of crucifixion and 

vulnerability through the literal death of its ageing congregation, and the loss of the stability 

and commitment which has sustained the church since the beginning.  Both the church and the 

area, whose fates were so intimately-tied, have experienced and are experiencing the pain and 

loss of crucifixion.  They both now feel the loss and emptiness of Holy Saturday, where the 

future is difficult to imagine.  But, in its commitment to enduring presence, the church gives a 

glimmer of hope towards Easter Sunday - to new life beyond death.  It may not know what 

the future holds, but the very presence of St. John’s points to a constant and loving God of 

Resurrection, who has been incarnate in Longbridge throughout its history and promises to be 

there in the future. 

                                                           
684 Tim Sledge, ‘Afterword’ in Paul Bayes and Tim Sledge, Mission-shaped Parish: Traditional Church in a 

Changing Context (London: Church House, 2006), p. 135. 
685 Thomas, p. 89. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

LONGBRIDGE METHODIST CHURCH: 

A PRACTICAL THEOLOGY 
 

 

5.1  Longbridge Methodist Church 

5.1.1 Serving the community: outgoing love 

Whilst it does not have an explicit and clearly-defined connection to a specific local space as 

in the parochial ecclesiology of St. John’s, Longbridge Methodist Church has always, and 

continues to, understand its role, place and mission in terms of a commitment to the local 

area.  The rhetoric of a church which seeks to serve the locality and meet its needs has been 

prevalent throughout the church’s history.  In 1967, publicity material surrounding the 

opening of the present church building describes it as the next stage in the church’s ‘great 

adventure of Christian witness and service in this community,’686 and similarly they ‘pray for 

a new beginning in us, the Society at Longbridge, to match the needs and challenge of the 

time to come.’687  Leaflets from ‘Celebrate 88’, events to commemorate fifty years of 

Methodism in Longbridge, describe how the church’s activities and initiatives demonstrate 

the way it is ‘trying to serve the community in the area around us.’688  It says, ‘as we look 

forward to the next fifty years, we pray that God will guide us as we seek to meet the needs 

around us.’689 

 

                                                           
686 Longbridge Methodist Church, The New Longbridge Methodist Church: An Invitation to Look over the New 

Building, leaflet, 1967. 
687 Longbridge Methodist Church, Longbridge Methodist Church, July 1st 1967. 
688 Alan Merchant, An Invitation, letter of invitation to Celebrate 88: 50th anniversary of Longbridge Methodist 

Church, January 1988.  
689 Longbridge Methodist Church, A Brief History of our Church, in information about Celebrate 88: 50th 

anniversary of Longbridge Methodist Church, January 1988. 
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Most recently, the ‘Vision 2000’ project of the 1990s clearly re-stated this locally-based 

mission.  The project drew heavily on the language of ‘outreach’, employing the tag-line 

‘reach out to others because God reaches out to you’690 - an ethos clearly shared by church 

participants.  Indeed, when asked what Longbridge Methodist is here to do or be, several 

interviewees echoed these sentiments of sharing love, reaching out and serving those in the 

local community.  Interviewee B responded with ‘an outreach to people outside’691 and 

Interviewee J commented ‘I instinctively think of community and outreach.’692  Interviewee L 

asserts that ‘I think the underpinning value of this place is sharing the love and grace of God 

that people have discovered for themselves with the wider community.’693  Interviewee C 

describes the church’s aim as ‘to proclaim the Gospel of Christ, to say that we are here 

[pause] to show the love of Christ, love of God to the community.’694 

 

By understanding its aim and purpose as reaching out and sharing with others that which God 

has shared with you, Vision 2000 – and indeed the rhetoric of the church since its very 

beginning - is clearly informed by a central aspect of Methodist ecclesiology.  Called to Love 

and Praise, the British Methodist statement on ecclesiology of 1999, describes the Triune 

God as the centre and source of the Church.  The Trinity, most vitally, is the source of the 

missio Dei, the mission of God, which began with the Father’s work at Creation.695  This 

mission continued ‘in a ‘fallen’, divided world’, ‘focussed on one nation whose ancestor was 

Abraham.’696  Israel’s history described in the Old Testament tells ‘the story of the divine 

                                                           
690 Longbridge Methodist Church, Vision 2000. 
691 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee B65. 
692 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee J34. 
693 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L3. 
694 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee C68. 
695 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise: A Methodist Conference Statement on the Church 

(Peterborough: Methodist Publishing House, 1999), p. 9. 
696 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 9. 
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quest for a responsive people.’697  However, from the Father proceeds the Son Jesus Christ, 

who continued this mission by proclaiming the ‘Kingdom of God’, ‘the sovereign presence 

and activity of God.’698  Whereas previously the Kingdom was considered to be the ‘final 

salvation, the ultimate state of well-being intended by God for all humankind,’699 Christ made 

the God’s Reign real and present through his healings, proclamation of forgiveness, 

challenges to religious systems and demonstration of love to all, especially the 

marginalised.700  Jesus’ crucifixion was a ‘powerful statement of the healing, forgiving love of 

God,’ and the Resurrection the ‘vindication’ of Jesus’ life and work, and ‘the completion of 

God’s mission and the decisive evidence that God reigns.’701  The Church is a ‘new 

community who have experienced this ‘foretaste’ of the Kingdom of God, the divine life, 

intended by God for all humankind.’702  Initially, the Church consisted of Christ’s followers 

who witnessed his life, death and resurrection, but latterly are those who have experienced the 

Kingdom through the Holy Spirit, who proceeds from the Father and the Son and who 

continues the mission to establish God’s reign.  It is the Holy Spirit who ‘alone makes 

possible the credibility of the Church as a witness and sign in the world of new life in 

Christ.’703  The community of Christ’s disciples, the Church, enabled by the Holy Spirit, is 

called to continue this mission to ‘proclaim God’s reign as Jesus had done.’704  The Trinity is 

characterised by the outward movement of a mission of love, ‘the outgoing, all-embracing 

love of God for his creation.’705  Hence, in Methodist understanding, and exemplified in 

Longbridge Methodist’s ethos of service and outreach to those outside the worshipping 

                                                           
697 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 9. 
698 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 9. 
699 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 9. 
700 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 9. 
701 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 9. 
702 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 10. 
703 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 10. 
704 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 10. 
705 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 10 
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congregation, ecclesiology and missiology are intimately connected: the Church is a 

community that has witnessed and experienced this missional love of God for themselves – 

‘God reaches out to you’ – and is consequently compelled to join this outward movement – 

‘reach out to others’ and continue the mission through the Holy Spirit. 

 

5.1.2 Social holiness and a new connexionality 

The aim of ‘reaching out’ and ‘meeting the needs’ of the local community has resulted in a 

symbiotic relationship between Longbridge Methodist and its local context that has been 

evident from its very beginning.  Like St. John’s, the very existence of the church is 

intrinsically connected to the existence of the Longbridge area, with the Longbridge 

Methodist Society being established in 1938 in response to the industrial and residential 

development that had been occurring there since the beginning of the twentieth century.  The 

name ‘Longbridge’, whilst now seemingly at odds with its postal address of Rednal and 

seeming affinity of local people with Rubery is, nonetheless, like St. John’s area, a clear 

declaration of the widely-understood connection between the Austin factory, the locality and 

the church at the time.  Since then, as the area has changed and developed socially, culturally 

and economically, Longbridge Methodist has necessarily had to undergo renewal and change 

in order to stay faithful to its mission to serve.  The church has evolved significantly in 

response to changes locally, an evolution most obvious through the development of its 

buildings, as new buildings were built and extensions and adaptations were made to enable 

them to respond to the growth of the community and meet its needs in appropriate ways. 

 

However, for the purposes of this thesis, the most recent and significant evolution in the life 

of Longbridge Methodist is the Vision 2000 initiative which is underpinned by a very clear  
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strategy of how they seek to ‘reach out’ to the community.  The project sought to bring the 

congregation closer to its context, by providing a striking visual reminder of their mission to 

be integrated and responsive to the locality.  Planning documents describe the project’s 

concern with shaping ‘a church that is moving physically closer to those it is trying to 

serve.’706  The solid façades of the former design of the building ‘removed’ the congregation 

from its environment: previously, as Interviewee E explains, ‘people couldn’t look in at us; 

we couldn’t look out at them.’707  The simple insertion of clear windows in the Coffee Pot and 

worship area opened both the social and worship life of the congregation to the sights and 

sounds of the locality which were previously deliberately hidden from them - notably the 

A38, Great Park and what was the West Works of MG Rover, but during the fieldwork was 

an empty space prepared for redevelopment.   

 

But these physical changes were not only a sign to the congregation about the integration 

between the church and the area.  Rather, they were also to declare to the locality that the 

church was present and active, and the work also sought to make the church more visible from 

the outside.  The congregation of Longbridge Methodist was conscious that many in the 

community were simply unaware of what the church and its purpose was, and it was 

perceived that the physical design of the building exacerbated this.  Interviewee G describes 

how the previous design ‘looked sort of rather like a prison’708 and ‘gave the approach that the 

church was, looked as if it was...sort of off a bit from the world,’709 whilst Interviewee A 

                                                           
706 Longbridge Methodist Church, Vision 2000. 
707 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E5. 
708 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee G2. 
709 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee G3. 
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describes how one local person mistook the building for a library.710  Consequently, improved 

signage and the insertion of windows achieved this. 

 

Yet, these physical changes not only asserted anew the integration between church and area, 

but demonstrated a reconfiguration about how this is to be realised.  Fulfilling the aim of 

‘reaching out’ and ‘serving the community’ was actually interpreted to involve welcoming 

more and more people into the Longbridge Methodist Church complex.  The church had 

begun to offer its spaces for use by community groups in a more concerted way than 

previously.  Similarly, for several years, the church had been developing new projects held on 

site which responded to perceived local needs, notably a coffee shop, Day Centre for the 

elderly and an after-school club, which were engaging a variety of local people who were not 

explicitly concerned with ‘faith.’  Rather, Vision 2000 sought to make Longbridge Methodist 

home to a range of activities which encourage relationships between local people.  The 

centrepiece and key symbol of this is the Coffee Pot, the space of welcome and interaction 

which immediately greets all who use the building, and is evidenced in the ethos of inclusion 

and valuing of diversity of which many church participants speak.  Vision 2000 is 

underpinned theologically by an ecclesiology centred on the receiving and sharing of God’s 

love.  The project’s vision statement demonstrates its social emphasis: ‘Longbridge Methodist 

Church aims to be a welcoming fellowship where God’s love is shared through worship, 

spiritual guidance, practical help, support, friendship and recreation.’711  Today, the church 

building is a space in which the local community in all its diversity can find welcome, support 

and an enjoyable place to be. 

 

                                                           
710 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee A12. 
711 Longbridge Methodist Church, Vision 2000. 
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Like the church’s other evolutions, Vision 2000 resulted from a recognition that the task of 

serving the community required renewal: documents describe how the project was concerned 

with ‘reaching out in a new way to the community around us’712 (emphasis added).  Centring 

on breaching a chasm that had seemingly opened between the church and the area, 

undoubtedly the wider cultural framework in which the project was set was the shift towards a 

post-Christendom society, where the natural traffic between communities and their churches 

had waned.  However, more specifically to its local context, and relevant to the focus on post-

industrialisation of this thesis, Vision 2000 came in the aftermath of major changes in the area 

which raised questions about the nature and experience of community locally in ways similar 

to those being faced in St. John’s parish.  In 1993 and 1994, all but one of the psychiatric and 

geriatric hospitals which had, alongside The Austin, been central to the economic well-being 

of the Rubery-Rednal areas were closed and almost entirely demolished.  In 1993, the site 

started its transformation into Great Park, a retail, leisure and industrial park which now 

dominates the area.  Importantly, this makes the community around Longbridge Methodist 

familiar with the kind of change and redevelopment now being seen on the former car plant 

site.  Indeed, Rubery-Rednal had already experienced – and continues to experience – the 

changing significance of locality, and the associated experience of local ‘community’, 

currently felt in St. John’s parish.  Significantly, it was in the aftermath of these local changes 

that Longbridge Methodist conceived Vision 2000 as a practical theological response. 

 

Echoing Wellman’s concept of community as constituted by dense networks of interpersonal 

relationships which occur within a given space over time to create a sense of belonging and 

place, many of those local to Longbridge Methodist have experienced the loosening of local 

                                                           
712 Longbridge Methodist Church, Vision 2000. 
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networks and the undermining of local ‘community.’  For example, many lament the 

decreasing opportunities for relationships to develop between local people.  That mobility is 

threatening a sense of locally-based community is expressed by Longbridge Methodist 

Interviewee B, who comments, ‘I think in the days of the car, neighbours tend not to know 

each other in the same way.’713  Similarly, Interviewee M, who feels that Rubery has lost a 

sense of community, when asked what ‘community’ meant, replied ‘everybody walking and 

everybody... I mean, at that time, children all walked to school and parents walked with 

them.’714   

 

Similarly, several people described the decline of smaller local shops, those ‘nodes’ in which 

high concentrations of people meet which are vital for integrating relationships and place.  For 

example, Community Interview D and Interviewee H describe in negative terms the changes 

in Rubery’s High Street.  H comments:  

‘We don’t like the way the village, a lot of local shops has closed down, 

because it’s always been a place where there’s been, like, family 

businesses.’715 

 

Community Interview D complained of the closure of specialist shops which once comprised 

the High Street, saying ‘there’s no shoe shop, no men’s clothes shop, no haberdashers, no 

wool shop anymore.’716  Again, these changes are seen to have a detrimental effect on 

‘community’.  Interviewees A and B discuss: 

LM B110 ‘I think as far as the buildings go, it’s mainly the shops.  The 

shops that used to be here aren’t here anymore or they’ve 

changed and, in Rubery anyway, there are a lot of charity 

shops and round here there are a lot of sort of places where you 

                                                           
713 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee B97. 
714 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee M74. 
715 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H12. 
716 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee D4. 
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can eat.  Since they’ve built Morrison’s a lot of the shops have 

gone.  There used to be…’ 

LM A100 ‘Well, there’s not the community here now as there was years 

ago I think because of that, isn’t it?’717 

 

Significantly in a post-industrial society, such smaller shops have been seen to have been 

replaced by service industries like take-aways.718   

 

The complex of hospitals, as a major employer, would have functioned similarly to The 

Austin as a site where local relationships could be cemented.  In contrast, its replacement 

Great Park, although functioning as the main centre for shopping, has an ambiguous 

relationship to local ‘community.’  When asked to describe the ‘focal points’ - the nodes - of 

the area, Interviewee G comments: 

‘Great Park over here and the McDonalds I suppose is a bit of a focus.  Great 

Park, Morrison’s, the superstore.  An amount of people go shopping, although 

quite a lot of those come from miles away, they’re not people who’ve walked.  

Nearly all people with cars.  So that’s not really a focus for the local 

community.  So, I’d say there isn’t much of a focus.’719 

 

Whilst acknowledging that Great Park is a significant landmark in the area, it is not a node for 

locally-based community, simply because it draws form such a wide area.  G’s comments 

demonstrate the way that the places where one lives, works, shops and relaxes are now spread 

over a broader geographic area, thus decreasing the density of networks of relationships 

which form a sense of ‘community’ and identity in a specific local space.  The detachment of 

place and human relationships exemplified in the Great Park development is also expressed 

by St. John’s Interviewee C, who exclaims that ‘there is actually a community there.  But it’s 

a very cold community,’ and that ‘in the daytime it’s not so bad cause there are people 

                                                           
717 Longbridge Methodist Interviewees B110 and A100. 
718 Longbridge Methodist Interviewees H12 and B110, and Community Interviewee D2. 
719 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee G45. 
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around, but night-time obviously everything’s open, but it’s not open in a sort of family way, 

it’s open in a sort of business way.’720 

 

More generally, people describe a feeling of change or loss in community locally, particularly 

around Rubery.  Although Rubery grew significantly with the industrial expansion of the 

early twentieth century, it differs from the area around St. John’s in that it already existed as 

an identifiable village before that time – that Rubery is often described as a ‘village’ despite 

its subsequent growth testifies to this.  Several people describe the area as having a sense of 

local identity and ‘community’: Interviewee H describes how ‘it is still [pause] quite a village 

community,’721 and Interviewee C explains how ‘there’s a sense of community within 

Rubery.’722  However, several describe changes in Rubery’s identity and character over time.  

In particular, its expansion has challenged its village character: Interviewee I comments that 

‘it really was a village.  You know, it really, really was... It’s just all been developed.’723  This 

is understood by several to have been to the detriment of ‘community’: Interviewee M says 

‘we came to Rubery because it was a small area and it had got that community feeling, and I 

think the more, the bigger everywhere, you lose that community feeling.’724 

 

Hence, Longbridge Methodist renewed its mission with Vision 2000 at a time when social, 

cultural and economic forces were threatening to erode identity, belonging and social 

relatedness locally - something which has since intensified with the declining influence and 

subsequent closure of The Austin, the area’s ‘heart’, in 2005. Into this changing experience of 

locality and perceived loss of ‘community’, the church seeks to enable the building of 

                                                           
720 St. John’s Interviewee C18. 
721 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H4. 
722 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee C88. 
723 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee I50. 
724 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee M72. 
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relationships between local people.  In line with an understanding of ‘community’ as formed 

through face-to-face interaction between people in a given space over time, the church has 

interpreted its aim of ‘serving the community’ as providing the space and opportunities for 

such interaction to occur.  Using Castells’ language of networks, the church has become a 

‘node’, a point of intersection for many networks and individuals locally.  Indeed, several 

people describe the church as a ‘meeting place.’  Community Interviewee C describes it as 

‘somewhere to come and to meet other people.’725  When asked to describe focal points and 

significant places locally, some interviewees describe how the social clubs and pubs are 

important to some local people,726 although Interviewee I describes how there are fewer pubs 

now than in the past.727  Others describe local community centres in Rubery where groups of 

people can meet,728 including those provided by churches and local organisations such as 

football clubs.729  However, many felt that Longbridge Methodist offered something quite rare 

in the area, especially in Rednal, the immediate environs of the church, just slightly removed 

from the centre that is Rubery.  Interviewee L comments, ‘I think there’s no real community 

provision in Rednal, so I think we do provide something that is unique.’730  Interviewee K 

says that ‘you’ve got to travel quite a distance to find the next meeting place, I think.’731  

Indeed, many people who attend the different groups held at Longbridge Methodist describe 

the value they find within the relationships they form there.  This is most evident in groups of 

elderly or infirm people, for whom mobility is a problem.  For example, several attendees of 

the Stroke Club and Over 60s Club which are held on church premises, and those who are part 

                                                           
725 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee C6. 
726 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L17; Longbridge Methodist Interviewee A93f. 
727 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee I50. 
728 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H41. 
729 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H44. 
730 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L6.  Community Interviewee C7 also describes Longbridge Methodist as 

‘unique’ in this respect. 
731 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee K31. 
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of the church-run Day Centre for the elderly describe the importance of ‘getting out of the 

house’732 and enabling them to interact with other people.733  

 

However, Longbridge Methodist’s mission goes further than simply offering its spaces for 

local people like other local community centres.  Rather, its most creative and intentional 

work involves making relationships between the different groups who share the same space.  

Nodes are points of intersection, places at which networks of relationships cross, and 

Longbridge Methodist seeks to build up the density of the relationships that happen within its 

spaces.  Two initiatives are particularly important here.  Firstly the pantomime, which was 

initially focussed towards the worshipping congregation, has now, in the words of Interviewee 

E, ‘expanded and expanded until it’s now a monster, a huge monster, which involves, you 

know, the whole of the community,’734 including school children, members of other churches, 

and, of course, those who are part of the different organisations at the church.  Indeed, 

Interviewee E describes how, rather than being called ‘Longbridge Methodist Church Drama 

Group’ or something similar, those involved intentionally call themselves the ‘Longbridge 

Players’ to show the pantomime’s breadth beyond the worshipping congregation.735  The 

value of the pantomime is found not simply in the finished show, but in the process of putting 

it together.    The show is radically inclusive, incorporating people of all ages, backgrounds 

and abilities who are invited to take part in whatever way they wish.  Interviewee J explains 

its popularity as about ‘being involved and being an equal part... In the main everybody is 

equal in the pantomime, whether you’ve only got one line to say, whether you’ve got no lines 

to say, whether you’ve got so many to say you don’t know what your next words are.  It gives 

                                                           
732 Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entries 11 and 17. 
733 Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entries 5, 6 and 11. 
734 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E7. 
735 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E11. 
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everybody the opportunity to join in.’736  When asked why the pantomime attracts so many to 

take part, Interviewee L explains: 

‘I think people do want to be part of a group and have friendships.  I think the 

all-age part of it is a big thing.  Most clubs these days are pretty age specific, 

or even gender specific.’737 

 

Through this, the pantomime is a succinct expression of Longbridge Methodist’s aim to build 

‘community’ by intensifying the density of networks and relationships that cluster around the 

church space.  Informant A comments that ‘one of the most important things about the panto 

was that people get together – it’s a real community thing,’738 and similarly Interviewee L 

describes it as ‘an expression of community spirit,’739 whilst Interviewee E describes its 

capacity to create ‘fellowship, belonging, community.’740 

 

Secondly, the Coffee Pot is understood as one of the fundamental ways in which Longbridge 

Methodist seeks to unite and enable relationships locally.  Interviewee L explains: 

‘I think one of the defining things in recent times has been the building of the 

Coffee Pot.  I really feel that if there’s one thing that really, really defines us, 

it’s this area [motions towards the Coffee Pot].  Not ’cause it’s about having a 

café, that’s not what it’s about.  This space of gathering, this space of being, 

this space of meeting and sharing, coming together in the community, a space 

where people from four or five different groups actually share a bit of space 

together.  And the ethos of the place, I think that captured the core value of 

what we’re about.’741 

 

Several people describe how parents bringing their children to the pre-school have found the 

Coffee Pot somewhere to meet and form relationships.742  Informant A describes how the 

                                                           
736 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee J46. 
737 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L9. 
738 Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 1. 
739 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L9. 
740 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E7. 
741 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L3. 
742 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee M33; Longbridge Methodist Interviewee P9. 
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Coffee Pot has formed a focus for and enhanced the possibilities for relationships within the 

worshipping congregation, by providing space to socialise and meet before and after the 

service.743  ‘Lonely people’744 and others find it a good ‘place to meet and be with other 

people.’745  Some of the community and church groups choose to eat and drink in the space as 

part of their meeting.746  It is an open, inclusive and welcoming space, where ‘no one is turned 

away,’747 and where the price of the food and drink does not preclude – even those who 

cannot afford it may be given free refreshments when necessary.748  It is also a point of 

contact for people in need, providing practical and emotional support where it can.749  

Physically, the Coffee Pot is the point of intersection, the most inclusive space in the church 

complex: it is the reception from which people enter and exit the building, and from which the 

worship space, the Quiet Chapel, the hall, the office and the other community rooms are 

accessed.  It is the node within the node, the point where relationships are most dense.  Some 

visitors go on to pursue their diverse chosen activities from this inclusive, relational space, 

whilst others may come in simply for the interaction the space provides. 

 

Indeed, that Longbridge Methodist works to create ‘community’ is demonstrated through the 

sense of belonging to the church that many describe.  Some of the worshipping congregation 

describe it as a ‘second home.’750  However, it is generally recognised that, as Interviewee H 

comments, the ‘people who hire the rooms, [pause] I think, tend to think of themselves as part 

                                                           
743 Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 12. 
744 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee P9. 
745 Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entries 2 and 19. 
746 For example, from the community the Jelly Babies Nursery and Pre-school, Over 60s Club, and from the 

church, the Prayer Breakfast, Ladies Luncheon Club and the Easter Children’s workshops. 
747 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee C6.  Also, Longbridge Methodist Interviewee P22. 
748 Longbridge Methodist Interviewees B27, P6 and L3. 
749 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee C6; Longbridge Methodist Interviewee P8 and P9. 
750 For example, Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 42; Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E21. 
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of the main body of the church.’751  Oft-cited evidence of this are descriptions of instances 

when people who attend community groups at the church have chosen to arrange funerals 

there.  For example, when a woman was asked why she had chosen Longbridge Methodist as 

the location for a family funeral, Interview K describes that she had said ‘this is my church.  

This is where I come to Weight Watchers.’752  Indeed, two of the major community groups 

who use the building have respectively described a close connection with the church,753 and 

that they feel like part of the ‘family’754 at Longbridge Methodist.  This is a natural 

consequence of an attitude within the worshipping congregation of welcome and generosity.  

The most frequent response to being asked to describe the church in the questionnaire was 

that it was welcoming.  Interviewee G, describing the mission and purpose of the church, says 

that ‘it has moved I think from being our [i.e. the congregation’s] little building’, and instead 

offering it to the community.755  Interviewee L treasures how generously the worshipping 

congregation offers its building to the community, describing how ‘nobody gets precious 

about this building getting bashed about, battered about.’756  Indeed, the very diversity of the   

worshipping congregation in terms of age, social background, ethnicity, frequency of 

attendance and length of time as participants, a large proportion of whom started attending 

after the Vision 2000 changes, testifies to the church’s goal to be an inclusive meeting place.  

Furthermore, the emphasis on ‘fun’ shows that the church’s key aim is to simply provide an 

enjoyable place for people to be.   Through shaping itself as a node in which local networks 

and relationships can interact, Longbridge Methodist gives Rednal, and the wider area, a 

focus when other foci are diminishing: echoing the language of vitality frequently used to 

                                                           
751 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H39. 
752 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee K26.  A similar incident was described by Longbridge Methodist 

Interviewee A25. 
753 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee M3. 
754 Longbridge Methodist Community Interviewee B21. 
755 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee G19. 
756 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee L3. 
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describe how The Austin once functioned locally, Interviewee E explains, the church ‘is very 

much at the heart of whatever community there is in that area.’757 

 

Longbridge Methodist therefore understands its purpose to continue God’s mission by serving 

the local area by sharing with it God’s love through the creation of a space where all are 

welcomed in their diversity, and by enabling relationships to form and a sense of local 

belonging be found in the face of forces which have challenged and deconstructed an 

experience of community locally.  Here, the church draws on the concept of ‘social holiness’ 

at the heart of Methodist theology, mission and practice, but in a way that responds to post-

industrial urban experience.  As explored above, if the root and source of the Church and of 

Christian discipleship is the outpouring of love that issues from the Triune God, then this 

offer comes through God’s grace.  Methodism understands this as ‘responsible grace,’758 

grace that evokes a response from the recipient.  John Wesley understood God’s grace to be 

‘effective.’  Jennings comments that ‘for Wesley, grace really works.  It really changes things, 

people, relationships and the world,’759 hence, in Methodist tradition, there is an emphasis on 

lived experience and the feelings that emerge when God’s grace is received.760  Wesley 

identified two forms of grace: justifying grace, in which the recipient is ‘set free from the guilt 

of sin,’ and sanctifying grace, in which they are ‘set free from the power of sin.’761  However, 

this ‘grace remains inoperative’ without a ‘response of faith’ in the recipient.762  Shier-Jones 

notes that ‘God offers all that is necessary for sanctification and justification, but individuals 

                                                           
757 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee E21. 
758 Randy L. Maddox, Responsible Grace: John Wesley’s Practical Theology (Nashville: Kingswood Abingdon, 

1994). 
759 Theodore W. Jennings, Good News to the Poor: John Wesley’s Evangelical Economics (Nashville: Abingdon, 

1990), p. 141. 
760 Jennings, pp. 142-143. 
761 Margaret Jones, ‘Growing in Grace and Holiness’ in Clive Marsh (ed.) Unmasking Methodist Theology (New 

York and London: Continuum, 2004), p. 157. 
762 Jones, p. 161. 
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must respond by participating in the working out of their salvation.’763  Jennings comments 

that ‘a life that was unchanged in behaviour was a life without faith, a life in which whatever 

measure of grace has at one time been received was squandered, frittered away, lost.  The 

experiential evidence of faith is a fundamentally transformed life.’764  This emphasis on grace 

and a response of faith and obedience to God explains the centrality of the motif of Covenant 

between God and humanity within Methodist tradition.765 

   

The transformed behaviour emerging from the justifying and sanctifying grace of God which 

is accepted by faith is articulated in Methodist tradition as ‘holiness.’  Craske describes ‘the 

primary meaning of holiness is about dedication to God,’ but by exploring its etymology, also 

recognises that holiness is ultimately about wholeness and healing, and as such is concerned 

with completeness, integrity but also restoration.766  Indeed, Clark describes holiness as about 

things being ‘what God intended them to be,’767 where, as Jennings notes, individuals are 

restored to ‘the whole human being, the image and likeness of God.’768  In this way, the 

personal quest for holiness is ultimately part of God’s work of salvation.769 

 

However, holiness in not an individual matter.  It affects one’s relationships, and is 

necessarily indivisible from communal transformation.  Wesley himself states that ‘the gospel 

of Christ knows no religion but social, no holiness but social holiness.’770  If holiness involves 

                                                           
763 Angela Shier-Jones, ‘Being Methodical: Theology within Church Structures’ in Marsh (ed.), Unmasking 
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764 Jennings, p. 145. 
765 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 14. 
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768 Jennings, p. 147. 
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168 

 

the restoration of the image of God within people, then it involves ‘the formation of a Christ-

like character.’771  And God, as a unity of three distinct persons, is inherently communal, and 

as such is characterised by loving relationships.  In this way, ‘love is the real test of 

holiness.’772  God’s love for humans offered through grace ‘awakens love in the one who 

receives it,’ who then ‘becomes not only the loved subject but also the loving subject.’773  But 

through this, humans are drawn into the Trinitarian community characterised by loving 

relationships and ‘incorporated into its dynamic.’774  Here, the quest for individual salvation 

through holiness is ultimately but one part of God’s broader project to redeem and restore all 

by drawing it into God’s community of love.  Called to Love and Praise states that God’s 

mission is that humankind ‘finds its lasting centre and home in the divine love.’775  Jennings 

pushes this further, stating that Wesley placed human transformation through social holiness 

into the broader eschatological horizon of the ‘new creation,’ where it ‘can serve as evidence 

for’ the transformation of the cosmos.776   Consequently, building community becomes a 

Christian imperative, and this is precisely what Longbridge Methodist aims to do by 

becoming a centre for the formation of local community, firmly based on an ethos of sharing 

God’s love which is its ultimate source. 

 

Called to Love and Praise recognises that since holiness is characterised by love, then 

‘holiness finds its natural milieu in, and not apart from, Christian fellowship.’777  Methodist 

ecclesial structures have developed with a strongly communal basis, which recognises that the 

nurturing of and realisation of God’s mission of holiness occurs within a social context.  

                                                           
771 Maddox, p. 179. 
772 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 39. 
773 Jennings, p. 150. 
774 Theodore Runyon, The New Creation: John Wesley’s Theology Today (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1998), p. 

103. 
775 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 54. 
776 Jennings, pp. 152-153. 
777 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 39 
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Today, the structures of Longbridge Methodist echo this ethos, albeit in a revised form for the 

contemporary situation.  Traditionally, all Methodist members were placed in classes, small 

groups which met weekly for ‘prayer, bible study, mutual confession and support,’778 who 

were accountable to each other for their journey in holiness.779  Classes were grouped together 

in societies, and societies grouped in to Circuits.  The nationwide network of Circuits 

continues to be called the ‘Connexion.’  This structure ensures ‘mutual support and 

encouragement’ for all,780 and enables the sharing of resources and their deployment to areas 

of greatest need.781  It also preserves both the integrity of individuals and local groups and 

recognises their interdependence in their search for holiness, and that their ‘true identity’ and 

‘full potential’ is deepened as more relationships develop and deepen.782  Called to Love and 

Praise sees this connexional ecclesiology as embodying Paul’s image of the Church as the 

Body of Christ, which, whilst recognising the validity and distinctiveness of each individual 

part, asserts that they are ultimately part of a ‘living whole’, united in one God.783  

Connexionalism recognises that God’s mission to restore holiness is concerned with unity, 

‘since the Triune God who commissions the Church is one, seeking to reconcile and bring the 

world itself into a unity in Christ.784  Yet, within this unity, diversity is affirmed, echoing the 

diversity contained within the community of the Triune God.  As Clark notes, ‘holiness 

treasures the riches of diversity.’785 

 

                                                           
778 Runyon, The New Creation, p. 119. 
779 Runyon, The New Creation, p. 123. 
780 Runyon, The New Creation, p. 115. 
781 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 52. 
782 Methodist Church, The Nature of Oversight: Leadership, Management and Governance in the Methodist 

Church of Great Britain (Report to the British Methodist Conference, 2005), 2.1, 2.3. 
783 Methodist Church, Called to Love and Praise, p. 48 
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However, McMaster comments that ‘social holiness needs to be extended beyond ecclesial 

koinonia.’786  As embodied in the Trinity, this inclusive, all-embracing love reaches ever 

outwards, driven by the ‘widest possible focus, the unity of all humanity’787 in the goal of the 

new creation.  Drake asserts that Methodism must extend the ethos of connexionalism and 

social holiness to form partnerships with other churches and secular organisations.788  Craske 

comments that ‘these are the networks which expand our vision; they grow out of love and 

they express love.’789 

 

Longbridge Methodist Church, in its ethos of inclusion and welcome, its generous offering of 

its building and resources, and its openness to relationships with diverse people and 

organisations, embodies the spirit of connexionalism and the broadest understanding of social 

holiness.  Whilst connexionalism is traditionally a form of ecclesial organisation in the 

Methodist Church, Longbridge Methodist has applied its principles to its mission and 

commitment to the local area.  Its mission is to create locally-based community at a time 

when numerous forces threaten it, and through this, God’s love can be experienced and shared 

by nurturing relationships.  Indeed, of the congregational questionnaire respondents, over 

three-quarters came to regular worship through relationships with existing worshippers, 

whether through a personal invitations, following friends or enjoying the ‘warm fellowship’ 

found there.  The community that centres on the church building is comprised of distinct 

individuals and groups, who are there for various reasons, purposes and lengths of time.  The 

church respects and accommodates the integrity and needs of all these people and groups, and 

                                                           
786 Johnston McMaster, ‘Wesley on Social Holiness’ (January 2002, 

 http://www.methodist.org.uk/downloads/emtc-paper-wesley_on_social_holiness.doc, accessed 24/5/10) 
787 Richard Andrew, ‘An Impoverished Catholicity: Theological Considerations for a Methodist Future’ in 

Craske and Marsh (eds.), p. 22. 
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people genuinely value and celebrate the diversity found there.  Interviewee H says that the 

church ‘kind of caters for everybody; it accepts them,’790 and Interviewee C describes the 

church as ‘a caring church, where people – everybody – can come and be accepted.’791  Very 

many informants and interviewees rejoice in the mix of ages, the relative variety of ethnicities 

(compared with the local area), the range of denominational backgrounds, and levels of faith, 

commitment and attendance at the church.  But within this variety, unity is sought.  Both 

Interviewee F and Interviewee M, separately, describe how there are ‘no divisions’ at 

Longbridge Methodist.792  Similarly, in accordance with this ethos of openness and 

inclusivity, people are welcomed to belong to the church community in varying ways with 

varying degrees of regularity and commitment.  Some may be formal members of the 

Methodist Church with a commitment to regular worship, whilst others may express their 

belonging through being part of a community group held there, whilst yet others may only 

come into contact with the ‘connexion’ informally and infrequently, by watching the 

pantomime or visiting the Coffee Pot, for example. 

 

Through Longbridge Methodist’s locally-based expression of connexionalism, we see 

similarities between connexional principles and the rhetoric of networks, nodes and 

communities employed by Castells, Wellman and others.  The concept of community as 

shaped through the interaction of networks at nodal points echoes the connexional notion of 

unity within diversity.  But most significantly, through this model, the church takes seriously 

the reality of a post-industrial, ‘networked society’, where mobility and the decline of large-

scale industries and organisations have, amongst other things, loosened individuals from 

geographic restrictions, meaning that they primarily interact with like-minded others within 

                                                           
790 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee H38. 
791 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee C68. 
792 Longbridge Methodist Interviewees F1 and M8. 
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freely-chosen associations, rather than those they simply share a space with.  However, at the 

same time, the church manages to maintain and promote an experience of locally-based 

community which network society is typically seen to undermine (which has been the 

particular experience of the Longbridge area as post-industrial processes have taken hold), by 

shaping itself as a node where networks can cross and thereby intentionally increasing the 

density of interactions there.  By holding firm to their ethos of locally-based mission, the 

church has found a way in which network society can be acknowledged, but whilst 

challenging the negative effects of this structure, such as isolating individuals on a local level 

and reducing the diversity of people with whom one associates.  This counter-cultural vision 

is driven by the firm belief that the new creation and our God-given wholeness can be found 

in broad, inclusive and loving relationships.  Indeed, Craske sees connexionalism as 

overcoming the prevailing individualism of contemporary culture,793 and describes it using 

the language of networks and relationships.  It is, in Shanahan’s words, ‘an idea whose time 

has come.’794  For Clark, social holiness has the potential to be the ‘gospel for our time’, for it 

declares that diverse community can be built from distinct communities795 – a belief which is 

declared by the connexional principle and embodied at Longbridge Methodist.  The church 

offers a taste of a redeemed and restored community which reflects the reality of a God of 

diversity, unity and outgoing love.  Rather than being shaped around a specific set of beliefs, 

the church is concerned with shaping a ‘way of being’ in those who belong at the church in 

whatever way.  Longbridge Methodist demonstrates that Methodist ecclesiology is, 

ultimately, a virtue ethic, described by Jones as a ‘character-forming community.’796 
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794 Christopher Shannahan, ‘Singing Songs of Freedom: Methodism as Liberative Praxis’, in Craske and Marsh 
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5.1.3 The centre of the circle: pilgrimage towards perfection 

In and around Longbridge Methodist Church there is a ‘connexion’, a community comprised 

of relationships between a wide range of groups and individuals.  Whilst the concept of 

‘connexion’ functions like a ‘network’ in the rhetoric of communities, the key distinction is 

that, theologically, the church has an understanding that there is a centre, a source, of this 

network: God.  The love and grace that pours from the Triune God is understood to motivate 

and sustain the relationships within the connexion.  Here, the worshipping congregation, as 

those who recognise and openly declare themselves to have received God’s love, and have 

consequently sought to respond to this grace in faith by seeking to create both personal and 

social holiness by sharing God’s love with others, are fundamental to God’s mission to build 

community: they, in the words of the Vision 2000’s tagline, ‘reach out to others because God 

reaches out to’ them.  Effectively, they stand closest to the source, and are the conduits 

through which God’s love flows outwards.  The congregation are committed to creating the 

means of grace by building opportunities for experiencing God’s love.  A discussion about the 

church’s mission at a house group expressed the congregation’s self-understanding succinctly.  

When asked whether many of the worshippers were actively involved in the practical day-to-

day running of the church, the response was that some were more than others.  However, this 

did not matter, because a more significant measure of commitment to the church is whether 

people are prepared to speak to new people they encounter after worship services,797 in other 

words, committed to creating relationships and maintaining the connexion.  At Longbridge, 

relationships are the fundamental ‘means of grace’, which, in Wesley’s thinking, are the 

concrete ways through which God’s love is experienced.  The sacraments, prayer, meditation 

and self-examination, are, amongst others, considered means of grace, but in a movement 
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where community and loving relationships were understood as evidence of one’s growth in 

holiness, ‘living and conversing with others was of vital importance’ and ‘rightly ordered 

conversations administered grace.’798  This awareness of God through relationships is 

expressed neatly by Interviewee E in a discussion about the pantomime.  Although primarily a 

social initiative about fun and enjoyment, E describes: 

‘We’ve got this, I mean, amazing spiritual feeling. …Pantomimes and 

spirituality – never saw the connection before, but we’ve got this tremendous 

determination to keep involving people.’799 

 

Such an experience certainly accords with a church who declares its aim as sharing the love of 

God through fellowship, inclusion and reaching out in relationship with others.  Similarly, 

Interviewee K expresses an important truth about the spiritual aspect running throughout the 

whole of Longbridge Methodist community’s life when they say ‘it’s still a church.  And it’s 

not a meeting hall which has services.’800 

 

However, although worshippers hold firm to their aim of sharing God’s love through 

relationships, there is also a dominant desire that involvement in the Longbridge Methodist 

community should develop beyond the purely social activities.  Many recount instances where 

involvement in the varying activities held at the church have led people into regular 

worshipping attendance.  By far the most commonly-cited initiative for this has been the 

pantomime.  Interview D comments on ‘the amount of people who’ve come into our church 

[i.e. the congregation] purely because of the pantomime and have stayed.’801  It is believed 

that the pantomime, and also other relational initiatives at the church, build a bridge which 
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makes entering the worshipping life of the church easier.  Interviewee L claims that the 

pantomime is: 

‘...a very good way of people being able to connect with Christian community 

here and, as it says in all sorts of leaflets about mission, ‘dip your toe in the 

water.  [...]  I guess it’s belonging before believing, in a way.  It gives people 

a chance to belong that then can lead to belief, or even express belief that was 

there.’802 

 

Alongside this, people express more generally the hope that the relationships formed at the 

church will lead to active worship.  Interviewee G asks: 

‘how do you enthuse, get people, these hundreds of people who come into 

groups and things, so they don’t just see it [the church] as a community hall, 

and that something spins off, hopefully they may realise it’s a church and they 

might be tempted to come along some time?’803 

 

Even within the congregation itself, there is a desire for deepening of ‘spirituality’.  Despite 

holding that God can be experienced through relationships, several people make a curious 

distinction between social activities, and those considered to be ‘spiritual’ or ‘religious.’  

Interviewee E, despite their rhetoric about the spirituality of the pantomime, also notes that 

‘it’s the more spiritual meetings that we have that are more poorly attended. [...]  But this has 

always been us.’804  Interviewee G comments that not all of the regular congregation are 

‘spiritually inclined’, that is, interested in activities such as home groups.  They comment that 

whilst more social activities are well-supported within the congregation, the ‘spiritual’ ones 

struggle numerically: ‘it would be lovely to see a deepening spirituality in the whole place.’805 

 

This language of the ‘spiritual’, as opposed to the ‘social’, whilst ambiguous, describes the 

desire for a deepening awareness and explicit articulation of the God who is the source and 
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sustainer of the relationships in and around Longbridge Methodist Church.  The most overt 

attempt to nurture the shift from the social to the spiritual is the ‘pantomime service’, which 

has, over recent years, been added to the programme of events surrounding the pantomime.   

After several performances of the play which culminate on a Saturday evening, the following 

Sunday morning, the usual worship service becomes a service of celebration, praise, prayer 

and reflection about the experience of the pantomime.  The service brings several of the songs 

and themes from that year’s story into the context of worship, and into conversation with 

insights from the Bible and Christian tradition.  For example, the service for the 2009 

production ‘Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves’, took the theme of transformation of the show’s 

‘baddies’, and reflected upon it in relation to the story of Zacchaeus from Luke’s gospel.  

However, the service is primarily for those who have been involved in the pantomime’s 

production and reflects on the experience of taking part.  In the 2009 service, the importance 

of community and welcome were emphasised: that people ‘get together’, both those who have 

been involved for many years and those for whom it is their first time, in what was described 

in the service as ‘a real community thing.’806  The pantomime service brings the whole 

experience of family, fellowship, community and achievement into the context of God and 

articulates explicitly that sense of ‘spirituality’ that is found there. 

 

Indeed, Interviewee E describes how the pantomime service was first introduced to give a 

focus to the emotions surrounding the ending of the show, but reflect on them in the context 

of praise and prayer to God.  E says: 

‘...we introduced the panto service when [minister] first came.  He said that 

he’d got… his actual words were ‘there’s an actual sense of bereavement 

when the pantomime was finished.  They’re all so upset that this has stopped 

now, we’ve got to do something, we can’t just stop.’  Well, I had this feeling 
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for years but never quite sure how to do it, so we conceived this idea of a 

panto service...’807 

 

But more than this, Interviewee E hopes that by taking a social event and developing a 

spiritual awareness from it, people may be drawn into more regular worship.  They continue: 

‘...and one thing leads to another and so they come back next week.  ‘Oh we 

like it here.’  And the young people go off to Sunday Special and they like it 

in there.  And so it is our church is expanding and I think it’s quite a lot to do 

with the pantomime.’808 

 

The pantomime service is the clearest expression of a widespread desire to draw people from 

social relationships to an awareness of God, by drawing them into the worshipping heart of 

the church, the congregation, which is that specific group who both recognise and articulate 

God’s activity in their lives, but also who sustains God’s activity and mission by sharing the 

love they have received with the wider community.  This accords with the Methodist 

emphasis on responsible grace, where an experience of God’s grace calls forth a personal 

response and growth in holiness.  Within Methodist understanding then, a central missional 

task is, as Marsh asserts, ‘the identification and articulation of... human interaction as 

grounded in divine action is the main (mission-oriented!) responsibility of the church.’809  

Called to Love and Praise describes the centrality of worship here: worship is the celebration 

of God’s offer of grace, from which recipients offer their lives in return, to grow in personal 

and social holiness by sharing God’s love.  Worship and mission are therefore inextricably 

linked, and mission is the ‘inevitable consequence of worship.’810  Longbridge Methodist, 

therefore, aims to draw those in the broader community surrounding the church deeper into 
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the worshipping heart, transforming them from (unwitting) recipients of God’s grace into 

responsive individuals committed to joining the church’s mission to share God’s grace. 

 

That Longbridge Methodist recognises that all people are called ever deeper towards God, the 

centre and source of mission and community, expresses a central tenet of Methodist theology 

that faith is a pilgrimage. Shier-Jones describes Methodists as a ‘pilgrim people,’811 and that 

‘the pilgrimage that binds all Christians together begins with the first stirrings of prevenient 

grace and ends with the full perfection promised in Christ.’812  Salvation and its evidence 

holiness – expressed here as ‘perfection’, another Wesleyan concept – are not (usually) 

received instantaneously, but are the culmination of a journey in faith, the goal of which is 

holiness, sharing in the character of God for which Christ is the paradigm.  Shier-Jones goes 

on to assert that ‘when they [Christians] cease to worship, to study the Scriptures, the pray 

and to serve God and their neighbour in the world, they cease to avail themselves of the 

means of grace by which God offers them perfection in Christ.’813  Consequently, at 

Longbridge Methodist, regular attendance at worship is not simply the goal, but one aspect of 

an ongoing journey with God, and that even within the congregation, people are at different 

stages in their pilgrimage towards Christ-like perfection and holiness: from those whose 

attendance is infrequent, to the inner core of people who are more ‘spiritually inclined’, 

exploring a deeper awareness of God. 

 

Longbridge Methodist is therefore a connexion, at the heart of which is God and the goal of 

Christ-like holiness towards which all are drawn.  Here, the church models what Hirsch and 
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Frost describe as a ‘centred set’, as opposed to a ‘bounded set’ community.814  Dominant 

understandings of Church from Christendom were ‘bounded sets’, ecclesial communities that 

sought to attract people through a notion that the Gospel can only be encountered by drawing 

people into church.  Such churches have clear boundaries and understandings of insiders and 

outsiders.  In contrast, centred set churches operate around a more incarnational, rather than 

attractional understanding of church.  They seek to draw near to human contexts, and 

envisage a Christian community which, like Christ, responds to its setting, much like 

Longbridge Methodist.  Through this, Christ is made real within human relationships, creating 

a community that does not have a boundary, but a clear centre: Christ.  Whilst Hirsch and 

Frost’s words are more specifically ‘Christ’ focussed, whereas Methodism emphasises the 

Triune God as the centre and source of ecclesial community, the similarities are striking.  

Rather than being defined by formal membership or adherence to rules, a centred set is 

defined by core values, a way of living together, where people are at varying distances away 

from the centre.  Indeed, Longbridge Methodist has flexible boundaries and belonging can be 

expressed in a variety of ways.  In this way, the centred-set church exists in tension with 

traditional Methodist understandings of membership.  Methodism’s societal origins led to the 

development of clear understandings of belonging and commitment, and today membership 

involves commitment to regular worship, learning through Bible study and fellowship, service 

to others and evangelism.  However, as expected in a centred-set, formal membership to the 

denomination is deemed less of a priority.  Because it has been built through relationships 

rather than relying upon a sense of inherited identity, many in the church do not have a 

Methodist background, nor will they have chosen to worship there because of its Methodist 

affiliation.  Its style of worship, drawing on music and forms outside of Methodist tradition, 
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echoes the church’s commitment openness and making connexions.  Indeed, Interviewee G 

describes how the church ‘is certainly moving away from being sort of ‘Methodisty’ to 

‘Christian’:’815  many participants define themselves primarily as Christian, with Methodist 

identity assuming less importance. 

 

However, this does not mean Longbridge Methodist is not authentically Methodist.  It shows 

clear commitment to the Methodist tenets of relationship, connexionality, social holiness and 

perfection, but in so doing, has made matters of self-designation and denominational identity 

secondary.  The church makes real an important emphasis in Wesley’s original ecclesiology.  

As Runyon asserts: 

‘[Wesley] does not draw the usual sectarian distinction between those who 

adhere to certain doctrines or practices and those who do not.  All are 

welcome.  Yet he does distinguish between those who are honestly ‘on the 

way’ and those who are not.  The church is not exclusively for the saints, but 

it is for those who believe that God always has more to give and are open to 

that gift.’816 

 

Authentic Methodist identity therefore comes not from conforming to shared beliefs, practices 

or behaviours, nor even from proof of one’s holiness, but rather through being on a 

pilgrimage towards the centre, towards holiness.  At Longbridge Methodist, all people are 

being called towards the Christ-like centre through the extension and gift of God’s loving 

grace.  The people there are at varying levels of commitment – or even awareness – on this 

pilgrimage.  On this journey, some may choose to become formal members of the Methodist 

Church, as a public act of commitment to seeking holiness and responding to God’s mission.  

Others may worship regularly, but not feel it appropriate to yet make such an act. 
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Here, Longbridge Methodist again has developed as an ecclesial community which responds 

to contemporary social trends, by creating a church which wrestles effectively with the 

current shift away from formal commitment.  Rather than church being an alternative 

community, bringing its own demands, culture and commitment, the church aims to model 

social holiness and a vision of the new creation through being embedded in the local 

community.  In the words of Hirsch and Frost, Longbridge Methodist is an incarnational 

community, making God’s love real in the lives of those in which it comes into contact, but 

seeking to draw them into a recognition of God’s love that they may respond themselves by 

joining God to further even more God’s mission to restore all of creation – people, places, 

communities – into the new creation.  In this way, Longbridge Methodist redeems local space 

to become again an arena for God’s purposes, bringing local experience into God’s vision of 

social holiness.  The principle of the eschatological New Creation recognises the physical 

aspect of salvation, the locatedness of the community of the Triune God into which all are 

invited. 

 

With Vision 2000, Longbridge Methodist clearly wrestled with the post-industrial forces 

which deconstructed local experience and a sense of ‘community’ in the same way St. John’s 

does now in the aftermath of the closure of The Austin.  The church has reached into the 

resources of its tradition to develop a practical theology which creatively responds to these 

challenges.  It is significant that Methodism emerged in a similarly ‘social and economic 

environment that was destroying natural community which from medieval times had provided 

the structure of human society.’817  The connexional structure of classes and societies 

provided a ‘tight-knit fellowship of mutual support and encouragement’ in the midst of the 
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urban migration accompanying the industrial revolution.818  But because of this, and also 

possibly because the church does not face the reality of the empty site with the same intensity 

as St. John’s because it is slightly further away and its people focus more towards Rubery, 

Longbridge Methodist is generally optimistic about its future.  Many participants describe 

their frustration at the slow pace of the redevelopment of The Austin site, and recognise that it 

may bring both positive and negative changes to the area.  However, the ethos and practice of 

Longbridge Methodist has meant that the church has faced the closure of the factory and the 

subsequent changes with confidence.  Unlike St. John’s, there is no sense that the future of the 

church relies upon the redevelopment, and the church believes it is equipped with the tools 

and theology to manage whatever change many come.  Indeed, many are excited about 

change and embrace the need to ‘keep moving on,’819 and for some the redevelopment of 

Longbridge simply brings more challenges and opportunities with which the church can 

engage.  As Interviewee G describes: 

‘I feel it’s an opportunity for some more housing just over the road from the 

church – great.’820 
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  CONCLUSION 
 

 

This thesis has presented theological and missiological accounts of two churches wrestling 

with the dramatic cultural changes experienced by its context.  When MG Rover closed in 

2005, Longbridge became the latest of many industrial communities impacted by global 

socio-economic forces since the 1970s.  Yet, Longbridge, like all of these localities, tells a 

particular narrative, more nuanced than popular mythologies promote.  The economic impact 

was dramatic, but regional.  Conversely, the local impact was broader in time and scope.  The 

‘Longbridge story’ is one of gradual change, community fragmentation, loss of identity and 

de-stabilisation.  At the time of the fieldwork, residents looked with uncertainty towards the 

post-script: the rebuilding of fabric, shared identity and local community. 

 

Here, the two churches witnessed to God’s mission in distinct ways.  As intrinsic 

congregational studies, Christian practice was explored broadly, where explicit and implicit, 

verbal and bodily aspects of each’s habitus, in Ward’s terminology, ‘mediated’ theological 

meaning and ‘participated’ in the being and mission of God locally.821  Denominational 

traditions proved to be significant resources.  Creatively drawing on Methodism’s social 

emphasis, Longbridge Methodist is a God-centred place of welcome, building local 

relationships to overcome the alienating aspects of contemporary existence.  This approach 

emerged after dramatic changes in the 1990s, as the hospitals once central to the socio-

economic vitality of the area were closed, demolished and redeveloped.  St. John’s, shaped by 

its Anglican structures but also its uniquely-developed approach, in contrast, symbolises 
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memory and continuity with the past, maintaining a sense of place in a displaced 

environment, and modelling a counter-cultural alternative to the unstable culture around it.   

 

Undoubtedly, one church appears to thrive, whilst the other struggles – with its future, 

identity and the strange culture around it.  One church is confident, whilst the other is 

questioning.   One has a clear self-identity, whilst the other has little certainty about anything.  

Side-by-side, they represent churches at different stages of their post-industrial experience, 

illustrating the complexities of negotiating practical theology within a changing context.   

 

The fieldwork took place beyond the initial furore over lost employment and during planning 

for Longbridge’s redevelopment, when the theological priority for both churches was 

wrestling with the deconstruction (and reconstruction) of local place and erosion of 

community.  Their responses illustrate, differently, Baker’s concept of the Third Space, for 

the safe and constructive meeting of identities.822  They are ‘sites of resistance’ against the 

negative effects of diverse, hybrid existence,823 and indeed demonstrate a ‘Third Space 

ecclesiology’ which shapes shared-identity and togetherness.824  Longbridge Methodist 

consciously became a much-needed hub for local relationships.  St. John’s, amidst 

Longbridge’s deconstruction, is a Third Place almost by default, standing as a symbol of 

memory and continuity with the past, around which the new community can create renewed, 

shared identity.   

 

Here, both practical theologies involve the creation of counter-cultural, alternative local 

narratives – a common theme in post-secularisation literature.  In highly-valued, near-familial 

                                                           
822 Baker, p. 16. 
823 Baker, p. 53. 
824 Baker, pp. 111-125. 
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relationships between members, they have prophetic – and, as Paddison describes, political825 

– power which envisages new possibilities for local life amidst its literal and experiential 

erosion.  Both churches exemplify a dominant motif in post-secular literature and practical 

theology: that the primary role of churches is simply to be ‘faithful’826, worshipping God and 

witnessing to God’s Kingdom.  These Longbridge congregations show that it is not in 

elaborate projects that local churches primarily find their mission in fragmented urban space, 

but in its most basic calling to simply ‘be community.’  This study strongly claims the 

importance of locally-focussed ecclesial mission, regardless of challenges experienced amidst 

contested understandings of the local in a globalised culture. 

 

Whilst Longbridge, like similar working-class, post-industrial areas, experienced the sharp-

end of urban change, this study has shown that its churches have necessarily experienced their 

own pain and disorientation.  For Longbridge Methodist, in the sub-context of Rubery-Rednal 

and its earlier post-industrial experience, this came when they wrestled with re-inventing 

themselves within a new environment during ‘Vision 2000’.  For St. John’s, however, the 

pain was evident during the fieldwork, a difficult period of uncertainty, loss and questioning, 

as the area around them addressed dramatic physical and social change.  It’s a church 

struggling to find identity and place within a place it no longer understands.  This study has 

shown the truth of Ward’s assertions that Christian practitioners – which local churches are - 

are inherently cultural,827 challenging trends in practical theology to posit church and culture 

as distinct entities.  Rather, churches intimately share the fortunes of their context.  If 

industrial communities like Longbridge face significant change, then their churches will too. 

 

                                                           
825 Paddison, p. 231. 
826 Paddison, p. 232; Lockwood, p. 28. 
827 Ward, p. 48. 
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Indeed, this thesis has clearly demonstrated the complexities and nuances inherent in the 

formation of congregational practical theology, particularly amidst contextual shifts.  As their 

surrounding community changed, both churches found their meaning as ‘Church’ altered 

significantly.  The theology based on noble industrial values of stewardship and hard-work 

which St. John’s proudly promoted, became, unintentionally, a counter-cultural attempt to 

maintain a traditional – albeit theologically-justifiable – lifestyle in non-committal, consumer 

society.  Longbridge Methodist, fifteen years before, recognised that its very architecture of 

windlowless walls had unintentionally become missiologically problematic in a changed 

culture.  This thesis concurs with Ward’s criticism of dominant trends within practical 

theology which present it simply as objective theological reflection by Christians on their 

contexts to shape a considered response.828  However, if he asserts that churches are 

inherently cultural, this study goes further, by showing that they are also inherently 

theological.  Churches cannot objectively ‘reflect on theology’ just as they cannot objectively 

‘reflect on culture’, as if they stand separate from both.  Rather, churches are cultural entities 

and also theological entities – inherently, intrinsically and unavoidably, a further argument for 

more sustained attention to theology within congregational studies.  The experiences of 

Longbridge, in the 1990s and post-2005, thrust the churches into new practical theologies, 

where changed context unintentionally changed the meaning of their established missiology.  

Practical theology can be a useful tool to discern future direction (indeed, this thesis could be 

used by the churches  as ‘action research’, as espoused by Moschella, to review their mission 

and re-focus), but it also happens in spite of local churches, especially during times of 

contextual change, forcing churches like St. John’s, and previously Longbridge Methodist, to 

‘play catch-up’.  Practical theology is ‘inevitable’; simply, it is the unavoidable outcome of 

                                                           
828 Ward, p. 48. 
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the presence of a local church within a context.  Once a congregation describes itself as 

‘Church’, it defines itself in relation to God and can instantly be read theologically.  Its 

actions and life necessarily gain theological meaning, especially considered against its 

context.  With its telos in the establishment of God’s reign, some may question the sufficiency 

of that theology, but nonetheless, from that mere designation as ‘Church’, the complex 

interaction between local church and context will constantly shape and re-shape its practical 

theology, whether intentionally or otherwise.  In an area of cultural change, like Longbridge, 

churches need to re-gain control over their identity and mission – which Longbridge 

Methodist did in the 1990s, and which St. John’s was starting to explore.  Local churches, and 

their practical theologies, are where the theological and cultural, divine and human, meet and 

are challenged to grow into each other, a messy process where humans learn to discern and 

join God’s mission in their context. 

 

The specific experiences of churches in post-industrial, working-class localities has received 

little direct and sustained attention in literature about contemporary globalised, post-modern 

urban existence, which often focuses on cultural diversity.  This study aims to address that 

absence.  It shows that working-class communities like Longbridge experience local change 

in particularly sharp and complex ways.  Each church tells its unique narrative of mission and 

identity, meaning they cannot offer a blueprint for how to be a ‘post-industrial congregation’.  

However, the comparative approach of exploring their two practical theologies has 

demonstrated common experiences which enable principles to be offered for a ‘post-industrial 

practical theology’ for local churches in similarly changing communities. 
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6.1  A theology of vulnerability 

Pain and disorientation amidst significant cultural change has featured prominently in the 

experience of both churches.  However, acknowledging this pain is an important first step to 

rediscovering a confident sense of identity and mission.  At Longbridge Methodist, this came 

some years ago, at the realisation of a gulf between themselves and their community.  The 

physical ‘opening’ of the building, the development of the Coffee Pot and pantomime and the 

growing ethos of welcome emerged and shaped the self-confident theology it demonstrates in 

the face of the factory redevelopment.  At St. John’s, its vulnerability was palpable during the 

fieldwork. It is aware that its position locally is tenuous.  Despite their despondency about the 

future, there is, as one interviewee described, a ‘strong instinct for survival.’829  Awareness of 

vulnerability without a will to survive leads to death.   Instead, they are starting to explore 

how they need to change, as discussions comparing themselves to numerically-thriving 

nearby churches demonstrated.   

 

Fulkerson speaks of practical theology ‘emerging at the site of a wound’830: for these 

churches, their woundedness at the changes that have occurred around them has proven, or is 

proving, to be the motivator for new practical theologies and review of their mission.   

 

6.2 A theology of presence 

As shown, presence is the only prerequisite for practical theology.  Indeed, despite 

questioning their identity and future, in its mere presence, St. John’s carries messages about 

God’s enduring presence, powerful in an area of discontinuity and instability.  As Lockwood 

                                                           
829 St. John’s Interviewee J19. 
830 Fulkerson, pp. 12f. 



189 

 

asserted in the early 1990s,831 simply by being there, churches symbolise the incarnational 

God who lives alongside people – a concept so fundamental to practical theology. 

 

For local churches within post-industrial – or, indeed, all changing – communities, a 

commitment to remaining present is the foundation upon which a clearer mission and identity 

can be built.  For churches like St. John’s, simple presence may be all they can offer for some 

time whilst they discern their future. 

  

6.3 A theology of seeking 

Vulnerability and presence, whilst foundational, are only the start of a post-industrial practical 

theology.  Churches also need to actively seek a more robust sense of mission and identity.  

Incarnational theology will not simply recognise God’s presence, but join God’s missional 

work.  Acknowledging vulnerability is kenosis, the Biblical concept of emptying oneself of 

power, but only to offer oneself for God’s use.  Indeed, both churches’ post-industrial stories 

involve recognition that they no longer possess a taken-for-granted local influence and power.  

However, at Longbridge Methodist, this enabled a prophetic theology to emerge, and St. 

John’s is starting to explore how to serve God afresh.  Unfortunately, it is beyond the scope of 

this study to discover how it has progressed in its explorations, and whether, how or when it 

moves beyond mere presence. 

 

Churches in changing, post-industrial communities may feel like they are in Easter Saturday, 

waiting for the Resurrection, both of their locality and their church, but they must also 

develop a ‘Magdalene theology’ of active seeking, of going to the tomb.  As they do, they will 

                                                           
831 Lockwood, p. 28. 



190 

 

find, like Mary, new life in unexpected ways.  Certainly, Longbridge Methodist did.  For St. 

John’s, in the loss and rebirth of its community, this is a pivotal time, being called to actively 

seek God’s mission and join it in a new environment.  This will necessarily involve change 

and adaptation, as Longbridge Methodist showed, and may itself be difficult, but it is essential 

to its survival and authenticity as Church. 

 

The changes faced by Longbridge and other working-class communities are particularly 

difficult and intense examples of the changes faced by all urban areas within a globalised, 

post-modern, post-industrial world.  Consequently, these principles for a ‘post-industrial 

practical theology’ have broader relevance for churches in other changing, urban contexts.  

Churches must grow adept at responding to contextual change in the shifting experiences of 

contemporary existence, if they are to operate with a practical theology, missiology and 

ecclesiology which is robust, appropriate, and God-centred.  Through learning from the 

experience of two congregations in Longbridge, this thesis offers to theology and the Church 

an attitude by which local churches may negotiate this environment.  Embracing vulnerability, 

committing to presence, and seeking God’s will, in the often-painful experience of the urban 

world, will enable churches to discover their calling to more authentically become Church.  
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APPENDIX A 

RESEARCH AGREEMENT AND ETHICAL CODE 
(issued to each church and agreed with minister prior to the fieldwork period) 

 

 

Case study  
Research Agreement and Ethical Code 

 
ThD Research Project: 

‘Being Church in Longbridge: 
Mission and Ecclesiology in a Post-Industrial Community’ 

 
Researcher: Mrs Caroline Phillips, Anglican Ordinand 
  
   
  
  
  
  Tel: 
  Email: 
 
Case study: ________________church, Longbridge, commencing on ___DATE___ 
 
This research will investigate what it means to ‘be Church’ in the changing, post-
industrial community of Longbridge.  It will explore the social, economic and cultural 
features of Longbridge and the theological, missiological and ecclesiological 
principles employed by local churches aiming to exist in a relevant and meaningful 
way in that context.   
 
From the research a 50,000 word thesis will be written, which is hoped will contribute 
to discussions around how churches can engage effectively with the working-class 
and communities facing major change.  The study is part of the researcher’s training 
for ordination in the Church of England. 
 
The research will comprise two case studies of local churches, of which ________will 
be one. 
 
This will involve: 

 eight weeks ‘participant observation’: the researcher will be involved in the 
church’s life -  attending worship, community initiatives, events, interacting with 
the congregation, etc 

 semi-structured interviews with a sample of church attenders and other 
relevant persons 

 analysis of relevant data, documents and artefacts 
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The researcher will: 

 access areas of the church’s life only at the invitation of the minister and the 
informed consent of leaders of all groups/activities 

 be transparent and open about the reasons for her presence throughout 

 address the congregation at the beginning of the project, explaining the aims 
and purpose of the research, how it is to be carried out and used.  Further 
explanations will be given to group/activity leaders as necessary. 

 keep fieldnotes to record observations 

 use any data gathered only for the purposes of this research 

 use the name of the church within fieldnotes, transcripts and the finished 
thesis 

 preserve the anonymity of participants within fieldnotes, transcripts and the 
finished thesis.  Use of proper names will be avoided and each participant 
referred to will be allocated an alphabetical letter, known only to the 
researcher. 

 ensure that all data gathered remains confidential to the research and written 
thesis (unless it concerns safeguarding, involvement or potential involvement 
in serious criminal activity or is subpoenaed) 

 provide the church with a summary of the research’s findings after analysis, if 
requested by the church. 

 destroy any data held on the submission of the thesis. 
 
The minister may: 

 withdraw consent for the church to be part of the research at any stage 
 
Leaders of groups/activities may: 

 withdraw consent for the group/activity to be part of the research at any stage 
 
Participants may: 

 request further information about the project at any stage during the research 

 view any fieldnotes concerning themselves and amend or withdraw comments 
 
In addition to the above, regarding interviews: 

 interviewees may withdraw consent for the interview to be used as data at any 
stage 

 interviewees may terminate the interview and refuse to answer any question 

 interviewees may refuse the use of recording equipment 

 the researcher will give a copy of the transcript to each interviewee as soon as 
possible after the interview.  Interviewees may correct the transcript and 
request parts of the text not to be quoted. 

 
Signed____________________________________________________ (researcher) 
 
Signed____________________________________________________(minister) 
 
Date _______________________________________________________  
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APPENDIX B 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 
 (displayed in each church for the duration of the research) 

 

 

Participant Information 

 

ThD Research Project: 
‘Being Church in Longbridge: 

Mission in a Post-Industrial Community’ 
 
 

Researcher: Mrs Caroline Phillips, Anglican Ordinand 
      , 

   Tel:  
   Email: 
 
Case study: ____________________church, Longbridge, commencing on 
___DATE__ 

 

 This research will look at what it means to ‘be Church’ in Longbridge, 
particularly with its recent changes.  I will explore the theology, mission and 
understanding of Church in two local churches – of which _______(church) is 
one. 
 

 The study is part of my training for ordination in the Church of England and I 
hope it will give me skills and knowledge for my future work. 
 

 I will write a 50,000 word report which I hope will help churches work 
effectively with the working-class and communities facing major change. 
 

 I will be involved with ______(church) for eight weeks.  I will attend worship, 
church events, community involvement, talk to people I meet and generally get 
involved in church life.  I will also conduct some interviews.   

 

 I will take notes about the things I observe.  
 

 I will only use notes and information for the purposes of this research. 
 

 The notes and the finished report will be anonymous.  I will not use your 
names or initials.  However, I will use the name of the church. 
 

 You may ask me for more information about my research at any stage 
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 If you wish, you may look at notes concerning yourself and amend or withdraw 
any comments you do not want me to use. 
 

 Leaders of groups/activities may withdraw consent for the group/activity to be 
part of the research at any stage 
 

 You may request a summary of my findings after the research is finished. 
 
Many thanks for allowing me to conduct my research here.  I look forward to working 
with you 
Caroline Phillips 
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APPENDIX C 

SAMPLE OF FIELDNOTES: 

EXTRACT FROM FIELDNOTES FOR FIELDWORK  

AT LONGBRIDGE METHODIST CHURCH 

 

 
Date:  Weds 11/3/09 No. of hours:  Entry No. 5 

Time arrived: 3pm Time left:  4.45pm 

 

...I also spoke to [D] and [I].  We were talking about how the church grew – [D] had 

mentioned something about extensions.  I asked if it had always been this busy.  They didn’t 

seem to certain…I think they sort of said yes.  I kind of asked how the church had developed.  

I was told that the church began in the late 1930s as a house church, then it moved to above 

the co-op, and then was a tin hut (or wooden hut???CHECK) on Ryde Park Road, and then 

they got these premises.  They said that it sort of grew from there.  The lounge was extended, 

and that the coffee pot used to be a courtyard, which was covered over and became a café.  

They worked out this was probably 12 or 13 years ago, but The Coffee Pot had started in the 

lounge a couple of years before – I got the impression that [I] started it or at least was 

involved in its beginnings.  I asked if the church part had always been there and like it is – 

they said yes, but it never used to have windows, only the skylight.  The woman from

said ‘it was to stop people looking out’, but [D] and [I] said it was supposed to be that it 

would hide the noise from the road.  But they said that it made the church look cut off, and 

told a story how a local policeman hadn’t actually realized it was a church [I thought there’s a 

sense that the church grew in its openness to the community] 

[D] said that before, the mums used to drop their kids off at Jelly Babies and just go again, but 

now they stay and chat and meet each other.  He said that the coffee pot is a good outreach 

into the community and how it gets a lot of people through the door and they can see that 

church is a friendly place to be and not strange.    They said that the Coffee Pot loses money, 

but that’s not what it’s there for – it’s there as an outreach, so they’re not too worried that it 

loses money. 

Another lady said that she hoped I’d have a good time there.  She said she’s not actually a 

member there, but started [church fellowship group - name removed to preserve anonymity] a 

year ago after [group at another church] closed.  She described how the group had originally 

been mum’s and tots, but how it wasn’t attracting new members because these days women 

go out to work to pay the mortgages they had.  Another woman close by said that their 

women’s fellowship also had closed.  The first lady said that she wishes she’d found 

[fellowship group] long ago.  She says she pops to Coffee Pot a couple of times a week with 

her daughter and enthuses about it.  I asked if there’s any other friendly places locally you can 

go like that, and she said ‘no.’... 
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APPENDIX D 

CONGREGATIONAL QUESTIONNAIRE:  

ST. JOHN BAPTIST PARISH CHURCH 
 

 

St. John’s Parish Church - Congregational Questionnaire 
I would be grateful if you would help me by completing this questionnaire.  It is part of 
my research on ‘Being Church in Longbridge’ and will give me some valuable 
background to St. John’s and its congregation.  The questionnaire is anonymous.  
Please complete the questions you feel able to. 
Where appropriate, please circle or tick the correct response. 
 

1.  Gender Male  Female 
 
2. Age  Under 10  10-19   20-29 

   30-39   40-49   50-59 

   60-69   70-79   80+ 

3. Employment – Are you: 

  In paid employment (full-time)  Responsible for home/family

  In paid employment (part-time)  Student / at school 

  Retired     Unemployed 

  Other 
 
If you wish to answer, what is your occupation?  If you are retired, what was your 

occupation before (include housewife)? ____________________________________ 

 
4. Do you own your own house? Yes  No 
 
5. Do you live in the immediate neighbourhood? Yes  No 

  If yes: How long have you lived locally? ______ years 

   Have you moved house during that time? Yes No 

  If no: Have you ever lived locally? Yes  No 
 
6. Where do you go to do your main shopping? __________________________ 
 
7. Apart from church, what places or organizations are important to you locally? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

8. Which Sunday service(s) do you usually attend? 

  8.30am  10.30am  9.30am (2nd Sunday) 
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9. How long have you attended this church? ______ years 
 
10. How often do you worship here? 

 At least once a week Several times a month Once a month or less often 

11. What influenced you to start coming?  

  Nearest church   Warm fellowship 

  Preaching    Style of worship 

  My friends were here  I grew up at this church 

  Minister’s visit   Community activities/commitment 

  Literature from the church  Through a baptism/wedding/funeral 

  Visit from church member  Invitation from a friend/neighbour 

  Other (please state)________________________________________ 
 
12. How would you describe this church? 
 
 
 
 
 
13. What do you like about this church? 
 
 
 
 
 
14. What do you think is the greatest need or weakness of this church? 
 
 

 
 
 
15. How would you describe the community in which the church is placed? 
 
 
 
 
 
16. What do you think are the main needs or challenges of this community? 
 
 
 
Many thanks for your time and effort.  Please return this form to Caroline Phillips. 
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APPENDIX E 

CONGREGATIONAL QUESTIONNAIRE:  

LONGBRIDGE METHODIST CHURCH 
 

 

Longbridge Methodist Church - Congregational Questionnaire 
I would be grateful if you would help me by completing this questionnaire.  It is part of 
my research on ‘Being Church in Longbridge’ and will give me some valuable 
background to Longbridge Methodist and its congregation.  The questionnaire is 
anonymous.  Please complete the questions you feel able to. 
Where appropriate, please circle or tick the correct response. 
 

1.  Gender Male  Female 
 
2. Age  Under 10  10-19   20-29 

   30-39   40-49   50-59 

   60-69   70-79   80+ 

3. Employment – Are you: 

  In paid employment (full-time)  Responsible for home/family 

  In paid employment (part-time)  Student / at school 

  Retired     Unemployed 

  Other 
If you wish to answer, what is your occupation?  If you are retired, what was your 

occupation before (include housewife)?___________________________________ 

 
4. Do you own your own house? Yes  No 
 
5. Do you live locally to the church (within 2 miles)? Yes  No 

  If yes: How long have you lived locally? ______ years 

   Have you moved house during that time? Yes No 

  If no: Have you ever lived locally? Yes  No 
 
6. Where do you go to do your main shopping? __________________________ 
 
7. Apart from church, what places or organizations are important to you locally? 

___________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________ 

8. How long have you worshipped at this church? ______ years 
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9. Are you on the membership list of the Methodist Church? Yes  No 
 
10. How often do you worship here? 

 At least once a week Several times a month Once a month or less often 

11. What influenced you to start coming?  

  Nearest church   Warm fellowship 

  Preaching    Style of worship 

  My friends were here  I grew up at this church 

  Minister’s visit   Community activities/commitment 

  Literature from the church  Through a baptism/wedding/funeral 

  Visit from church member  Invitation from a friend/neighbour 

  Other (please state)________________________________________ 
 
12. How would you describe this church? 

 
 

 
 

 
13. What do you like about this church? 
 
 
 
 
 
14. What do you think is the greatest need or weakness of this church? 
 

 

 
 
 
15. Think about the area in which the church is placed.  How would you describe 
this area and its people? 
 
 
 

 
 
16. What do you think are the main needs or challenges of this area? 
 
 
 
 
Many thanks for your time and help.  Please return this form to Caroline Phillips  
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APPENDIX F 

GUIDE FOR SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS  

WITH CHURCH PARTICIPANTS 
 

 

About them 

How long have you been at (church)?  

Did you attend church elsewhere before that? 

Where do/did you work? 

 

About the area 

If local… How long have you lived around here? 

How did you come to live round here? 

Are your family local? 

 

What is ‘Longbridge’?  What does ‘Longbridge’ mean to you?  Where/what is it? 

 

[Tell me about your time living in this area] 

How would you describe this area? The people? 

 

What things are important to people here? 

 

What are the good things about this area?  Strengths 

What are the bad things about this area?  Challenges/problems 

 

The past/changes… 

What was this area like in the past?  What’s different/changed compared to now? 

What changes have you seen during your time around here? 

 

What have been the most important things or moments in the life of this area? 

(Tell me a story from this area’s past that you think is important) 

 

Thinking about Rover… 

What did it mean for this area to have the factory there?  How did having the factory there 

affect this area?  (What kind of relationship did this area have with Rover/Austin?) 

 

What impact did the decline and closure of Rover have on this area? 

 How did people react?  What did they feel? 

Four years on, what effect has it had on the area? 

 

What do you think/feel about the redevelopment of the site? What do people generally think? 
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The future… 

What do you think this area will be like in 10 years time? 

 What do you see for the future? 

 

About the church 

Why did you start coming? 

 

Tell me about your time with the church. 

 

What services do you come to?  Why? 

 What other activities are you involved in? 

 

What words would you use to describe (church)?   The people? 

  What things are important at (church)? 

 

What do you like about (church)? 

 What’s kept you coming to church for so long? (if a long time) 

What do you get out of coming to church?   

 

What is not so good about (church)?  What don’t you like?  What could be improved? 

 

Think back over your time at (church)… 

 What was it like in the past? How has it changed? 

  (in the early days?  In the beginning?) 

 

What have been the most important things or moments in the life of (church)? 

(Tell me a story from this church’s past that you think is important/significant?) 

 

About the church’s role or purpose… 

What is (church) here to do/be? 

 What purpose does (church) serve? 

 

What place/role does (church) have in this area? 

 

How do people in this area see the church? 

 What do local people think about (church)? 

 

Looking forward… 

Where will the church be in 10 years time? 

 

Why should this church be here in 50 years time?
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APPENDIX G 

INTERVIEWEE INFORMATION SHEET FOR  

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS WITH CHURCH PARTICIPANTS 
(issued to each interviewee at the time of interview) 

 

 

Information for Interviewees 
 

ThD Research Project: 
‘Being Church in Longbridge: 

Mission in a Post-Industrial Community’ 
 
Researcher: Mrs Caroline Phillips, Anglican Ordinand 
  
   
  
  
  
  Tel:  
  Email: 

 This research will look at what it means to ‘be Church’ in Longbridge, 
particularly with its recent changes.  I will explore the theology, mission and 
understanding of Church in two local churches – of which St. John the Baptist 
is one. 
 

 The study is part of my training for ordination in the Church of England and I 
hope it will give me with skills and knowledge for my future work. 
 

 I will write a 50,000 word report which I hope will help churches work 
effectively with the working-class and communities facing major change. 
 

 This interview will take between 1 and 1½ hours 
 

 I will use audio recording equipment.  You may refuse the use of this if you 
wish. 
 

 You may withdraw consent for the interview to be used at any stage 
 

 You may terminate the interview and refuse to answer any question 
 

 I will give you a copy of the transcript of the interview as soon as possible 
afterwards.  You will be able to correct where you feel it is necessary.  You 
may also request that parts of the interview are not quoted. 

With many thanks for your help and support 
Caroline Phillips
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APPENDIX H 

SAMPLE OF AN INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT:  

EXTRACT FROM INTERVIEW WITH ST. JOHN’S INTERVIEWEE J 
 

 

Res14 Can I ask what do you think that St John’s is here to do or here to be?  What do you 

think the purpose of St, John’s is? 

J16 [pause] well, cos originally it came into being under the ‘Circle without Centres’ 

thing, but [pause] we were never really in the centre.  There isn’t really a centre of 

Longbridge.  It’s amorphous, I think, it might be the right word.  But definitely to be a 

presence for people to know that we’re there.  People assume that churches will 

always be there when they want weddings or funerals and things like that, don’t they?  

And [pause] we’ve had sort of community things so – we always used to have a 

summer fair and sometimes a winter one as well, so you got lots of people coming to 

those.  And [another church participant] will turn around and tell you this as well, 

‘people keep asking me when we’re going to have a summer fair’, she says, ‘it should 

be for the community.’  It’s [another church participant], you see.  But it’s a way of 

showing the community that you are a living, viable thing, you know.  But people 

seem to be quite happy to walk past on the outside and never think about coming in.  

And it’s coming in that we need to encourage.  Quite how you do it I don’t know.   

Res15 Has that changed?  So had that always been the case throughout the church’s life? 

J17 No, I don’t think [pause] …because, sort of in the beginning when the church first 

came about, there wasn’t [pause] there wasn’t the activities on Sundays that there is 

now.  You know, Sunday trading really didn’t help.  And a lot of other things children 

get taken to or they don’t get up early enough.  Parents are so busy earning money to 

keep the roof over their heads that Sunday’s their day for shopping or something like 

that.  So they don’t have time to bring children.  And if you don’t get the children, you 

don’t get the adults.  It’s easier to get the adults in if they come with children.  When 

occasionally when we get the Scouts, Beavers and Cubs, really, we do get extra 

parents and what-not then, and I think perhaps we ought to have more of those and 

then perhaps we ought to extend, perhaps the anniversaries of baptisms.  A block for 

the winter ones and a block for the summer ones.  Something like that, you know.  but 

I do remember [previous church participant] saying that the population of Longbridge 

was rather….he didn’t say nomadic, but he said ‘they do move’, which makes it 

difficult to keep in touch with families who’ve children have been baptized, you know.  

I think it’s probably settled down; more people don’t move out quite so much now.  

Because originally a lot of the people that came to live on the new estate, Longbridge 

and Northfield, were from the inner city.  But they’re getting old now, the people that 

have moved out of the city, you know, and I’m not quite sure about the next 

generation coming up.  They don’t have the same…loyalties, really, I think might be 

the word.  They’ve got other priorities in their life and so church doesn’t come very 

high up the list.  But I think they like to know that it’s there.  In fact, we nearly had 

more people come to the car wash than we do to church [laughs].  Strange that is, 

where the people come from, you know.  There’s one man who comes from 

which, you know, is not just next door.  But he always comes to get his cash washed 

and a lump of bread pudding.  Yes, so you need something to – and I don’t know what 
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it is – to join the community to the church.  You know, there seems to be a block.  I 

know [another church participant]’s always talking about his doors.  Have you heard 

him mention doors?  Because it’s his one…one of the bees in his bonnet about the fact 

the entrance is…when the doors are shut nobody can see what’s going on inside.  

What we really need is some glazed doors, you know, really, so people can see what’s 

going on.  So, you know, it seems as if that door is a block to the community, you 

know, they don’t seem to think that they can open the door and can come in.  Perhaps 

we ought to have it open a bit more. Mind you, I think the wind tends to blow that 

way! [laughs] 

Res16 So glass would be fine – you could see in and no wind. 

J18 Yes, we’ll have to have glass, yes. 

Res17 Where do you see the church in 10 years time?  What do you see happening to it? 

J19 [pause] This is [another church participant]’s picture, probably told you, the fact that, 

you know, he can see that we won’t have our own vicar, that we’ve got to be sharing; 

there won’t be enough to go around.  There won’t be the finance, that’s the problem.  

It’s the finance that’s a problem.  The trouble is – well, one of the troubles – church’s 

get very parochial, and they want to keep things how they’ve always done it, you 

know.  And to survive, we’ve got to do things in a different way.  [thinks of things 

she’s done at church in the past]... Oh and then course I joined the PCC a bit later on 

and I know one of my pet things was that, ‘well, we’ve got to learn to do things, we’ve 

got to learn because we might not have a vicar of our own.’  So we’ve got to learn 

how to be responsible for all sorts of things, you know, vicars do at the moment.  And 

I mean, it is going that way really.  There are quite a lot of things that lay people do 

now that 10 years ago they wouldn’t have done.  They wouldn’t have been allowed 

really.  So I think there’s quite a strong instinct for survival but survival into what I’m 

not quite sure.  Maybe, if you make people more responsible, it’s like if you give 

somebody a job to do then they’re more likely to come – be a sidesman or coffee or 

something – they come don’t they; they’re very regular at doing that.  Maybe if you 

can get it across to people that if you don’t do things, then there isn’t going to be 

anybody to do for; there’s not going to be a church to do it for.  It comes to that 

commitment thing, I think it comes back to that in the end.  But in 10 years time…?  It 

will be interesting really because I don’t know what’s going to happen down the 

bottom of the road.  And how much we could be involved in that.  I think the fact… 

The Jolly Tots were useful in a way; it was a good source of income and it helped to 

keep the place going.  But it did tie up the church hall all the week, really.  And I 

mean, 2 of the ladies that were on the lay pastoral care with us are now running a 

lunch club at   Well, no way could we do that at St. John’s at the 

moment, because you can’t use the kitchen while they’re there.  There used to be a 

long time ago, a Wednesday afternoon meeting.  They called it the Jack and Jills, you 

know, it was open to men and women.  And of course, the men’s things have totally 

gone at St John’s.  I just don’t know, you know; they haven’t got anything really.  I 

think at one time they used to have a night where, you know, they’d play table tennis 

and billiards and things like that but there’s not that now.  I know, [previous church 

participant] tried to revive the men’s club but his was far more serious – discussions 

about Christian doctrines and things like that.  Didn’t go down very well.  Well, I’m 

not quite sure I was quite as deep as that but it was certainly with a little bit of purpose 

behind it.  Yes, I think we’ve got to develop the social side so that the community at 

least knows what we d-... That we’re there and we do things and are visible.    
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APPENDIX I 

SAMPLE OF DATA ANALYSIS: 

EXTRACT FROM THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF DATA  

FROM FIELDWORK AT LONGBRIDGE METHODIST CHURCH 
 

 

 

Key: 

LM FN8 Longbridge Methodist Fieldnotes Entry 8 

LM J34 Longbridge Methodist Interviewee J, comment 34 

 

 

How the church describes itself: 

 Friendly, welcoming, fellowship (see also comments describing church as 

‘inclusive’) 

o ‘Man called [F]… said ‘we say we’re a very friendly church so it would be 

good to see what you think.’ LM FN1 

o ‘‘we like to think we’re a friendly church’ – several people have said that to 

me.’ LM FN41 

o LM A17; ‘I like to think 99% of people get a welcome when they come.’ LM 

A18 

o ‘very lively, active, welcoming church’ LM C44 

o ‘It’s a welcoming church.  It’s a church that takes everybody seriously. [pause]  

It’s a church of contrasts.  It’s a community church.  It’s a listening church; a 

supportive caring church’ LM E13 

o LM G9, LM G15, LM I2 

o ‘it’s very welcoming and caring and wanting to bring other people in without 

kind of preaching at your throat, sort of thing’ LM H38 

o I7 – friendly and welcoming 

o LM  M10: ‘I would say everybody’s welcome.  It doesn’t matter who you are’ 

o ‘we make it our business to go to strangers when strangers do come in or when 

they come into church and you say ‘well, how did you find today?’ or ‘did you 

enjoy coming?’ LM P11 

o Second home’, LM FN42 

o  ‘it’s a fellowship of like-minded folk really, who come and be together, and 

we can meet in a week as well.’ LM A29 

o A community (but NB, a v diff model of community to St. John's) 
o ‘It’s like a community’ LM FN9 

o LM FN10 – by 2 separate people! 

o ‘a community, church is now’ LM G14 – in the past it was more like a 

‘churchy church’ 

o ‘I think it’s a fabulous community.’ LM H37 

 Working-class 
o ‘more of a working-class church than a middle class church’ LM C44; ‘down 

to earth’ LM C45.  Don’t dress ‘dolled up’ LM C51 
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o  ‘It’s also the acceptance of everybody and the way people speak… People in 

all sorts of jobs come and people with no jobs’ LM C53 

o ‘this is a church which has a sense of being from a working-class community, 

and I think that’s very true’ LM L1.  Although there are some professionals, 

‘most people, their stories of growing up, what formed them and shaped them 

as human beings was not from a place of privilege often.’ LM L1 

Characteristics of a working-class church: 

o ‘I don’t think it’s a church that takes itself too seriously and I think that when 

I’ve worked in churches in a more middle-class professional background, 

people get quite uppity about how things all work and how all the processes, 

you know, and have we got everything all as it should be and all that kind of 

stuff.  And Longbridge is more a kind of ‘oh well, if it works that’ll do for us.’’ 

LM L2 

o FUN ‘People coming in at the grassroots level don’t feel out of their depth… 

think if you’re from working-class stock, you like to feel comfortable with 

people.  They are, I mean, there’s some highly intellectual people at our place 

but because of the fun, it levels it out.’ LM D45 *** links fun to working-

class-culture 

o FUN ‘There’s a bit more laughter, and some of the things that you…there are 

some things that I say here that I couldn’t have said in [a previous church], it 

was a professional middle-class church, full of professional middle-classes’ 

LM L2 

o LM L2 – actually, a lot of people do do things, compared with other churches 

he’s worked in: ‘Longbridge is a doing, you know, it’s a church that we can 

get people to do things’.   

o BUT ‘But we struggle to get people to take on the more – capital A – 

Administrative roles.  So when it comes to sort of meetings and circuit 

meetings and steward processing everything and all that kind of stuff’ 

LM L2.  There’s not a ‘professional’ approach to  work, rather ‘we 

just muckle along.  But we muckle along effectively’ – people pitch in 

when they can, and things get done. 

Fun, happiness 

o ‘we’re open to fun’ LM D44 

o ‘Happy church’, LM I7, LM O6 

o ‘bubbly’ – fun, not serious, LM P10 

Open to change 

 Has a vision, not afraid to change, LM G15 

o Similar, ‘it’s a church which knows where it’s at and where it needs to go’ LM 

E13 

o ‘we’re open to change’ LM C46 

General 

 Mixture of worship, LM G9 

 ‘caring’, LM I8 

 

‘What is LMC here to do/be?’ 

Outreach/serve the community 

 ‘Outreach’, ‘an outreach to people outside and to be here for anybody that wants us’, 

LMB65 
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  ‘I instinctively think of community and outreach.  Church as well as being there for 

people to praise God, go and get together with the rest of the family praising God like 

on a Sunday, everything that’s done in that church throughout the week is still serving 

God but serving the community as well.’ LM J34 

 ‘We’re in a place serving a community which hardly exists because there’s little or no 

community around the church…but it’s to serve the community’ – e.g. Coffee Pot and 

Day Centre. LM D61-62 [interesting play on community – does it try to create 

community where there is none] 

 ‘it’s the spiritual wellbeing of the people who use it.  But I’ve also noticed with this 

church, it does try and get very much into the community’ LM I16 

 ‘It sees that it’s not a club for the people who belong but – perhaps you’ve often heard 

it said that the church exists for those outside it.  I won’t say everybody will accept 

that, but it has moved I think from being our little building’ LM G19 

 ‘a sanctuary’, ‘a community centre’, ‘a second home’. ‘It is very much the heart of 

whatever community there is in that area’ LM E21 

 Sharing the love of God 
o ‘To proclaim the Gospel of Christ, to say we are here to [pause] show the love 

of Christ, love of God to the community; to be caring, to be a caring church, 

where people – everybody – can come and be accepted… To say, you know, 

this is a place where you can come and find care and acceptance and love in 

the agape sense.’ LM C68 

o ‘we show a Christian presence in the community’ LM A55 

o ‘I think the underpinning value of this place is sharing the love and grace of 

God that people have discovered for themselves with the wider community’ 

LM L3 

Welcome and include all people 

 About welcome and inclusivity: ‘It kind of encourages like, youth again really.  It kind 

of like, it’s not a religiousy sort of thing.  It’s kind of…it’s somewhere you can come 

and we can go and pray if you want to.  And like you’re not judged as being like a 

‘youth’, kind of just, when  you walk into the church, it’s kind of nice cos you’re kind 

of welcomed as just you.’ LM O24 

 ‘it is like a house, isn’t it, where everybody’s welcome, which I think is very very 

good’ LM M29 

 ‘it’s here for everybody, isn’t it?  It’s not… [Pause] We don’t turn anybody away 

really.  [Pause]  We listen to what people got to say and then if we can help then we 

will.’ LM P22 

General 

  ‘‘But in an acquisitive society, people want somewhere that will give them something 

and it has to be something and it has to be something that’s given in a practical way.  

We give practical help through the church as well.’ LM D64 

 ‘I come down here and listen to the services and you realize ‘this is what matters.’ 

…’being around good people’ LM I5 
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APPENDIX J 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS FROM FIELDWORK  

AT ST. JOHN’S PARISH CHURCH, LONGBRIDGE 
(given to the minister of the church prior to submission of thesis) 

 

 

Caroline Phillips, ThD research: ‘Being Church in Longbridge’ 
 
Summary of findings and analysis - case study of St. John’s 
Church, Longbridge, Jan-Feb 2009 
 
Presentation of findings 

 
History of the church: 

 Began as the Church of the Epiphany, daughter church of King’s Norton, built as the 
Austin Village was developed 

 St. John’s opened in 1957 with the creation of a new parish for the residential area 
that developed as the factory grew and with post-war inner-city clearance 

 Built as part of the Birmingham Diocese ‘Circles without Centres’ scheme for the new 
post-war estates, aiming to give a ‘centre’ to these sprawling suburbs.  As a parish, 
Longbridge indeed lacks a geographic focus, such as a high street.  This is shown in 
the different ways ‘Longbridge’ is defined by local residents. 

 In its early history, the church was successful in giving a ‘centre’ to the ‘circle’: 
worship, occasional offices, social groups, uniformed organisations. 

 
Facts about the church today: 

 Parish of 7928 people 

 Continues to be locally focussed: 73% of electoral roll live in the parish; half of the 
congregation started attending because it is their local church. 

 Continues to host groups for all ages. 

 Continues to hold high numbers of occasional offices (compared to national average) 

 However, the congregation does not reflect the local demographic:  
o 79% over 60 years old (less than a quarter locally) 
o A lot less work and a lot more are retired than local average 
o A lot more are/were in managerial , professional and intermediate employment 

than local average 
o Less are/were in semi-routine/routine jobs than local average 

 Average length of attendance is 30 years (with 15% attending for over 50 years!) 

 Congregation is also strongly rooted in the area: average length of time living locally 
is 44 years 

 Average combined Sunday congregation is 66 
 
Key features of the congregation/church: 
 
1. An emphasis on stability and commitment: 
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 With such a ‘long-serving’ congregation, many of whom have known the church since 
its early days, there is a strong awareness of where it has come from: e.g. as shown 
on the banner showing the 3 church buildings and listing the incumbents. 

 But also, with deep roots in the area, the congregation are aware of how the church 
and the area’s history are also strongly woven: e.g. the Austin A7 car at the church’s 
50th anniversary, the banner in church depicting the area’s industries 

 The stable congregation has nurtured a tightly-knit fellowship - many describe a 
strong sense of ‘belonging’ or ‘home’ or ‘family’. 

 Stability of the church exacerbated by the small number of vicars.  People describe 
how having a vicar for 29 years gave them ‘routine’. 

 The stability of St. John’s means that people describe a dislike of change. 

 Alongside ‘stability’ the church values commitment, since its very beginning: e.g. the 
‘Regular Giving Plan’ and the ‘teams’ (maintenance, catering, cleaning) which 
managed practical tasks.  Such commitment is seen as a ‘Christian duty’ and related 
to worship. 

 A culture of commitment and contributing continues to be evident today: attendance 
is frequent and regular (83% are weekly worshippers).  Attenders talk about ‘jobs’ and 
‘work’ and ‘doing things’ at St. John’s.  Also the language of ‘membership’ is 
common: a member is a regular, contributing attender (a contrast to traditional CofE 
ideas of the parish and ‘belonging’).  There are occasional tensions between their 
clear idea of ‘membership’ and the looser sense of parish belonging. 

 ‘Long service’ is also highly regarded.  Some people describe how it can be difficult to 
be new at St. John’s. 

 
2. Feeling threatened and sense of lament 

 Multiple factors are undermining the vision of a stable, committed church: 
o Numerical decline, ageing congregation and lack of finances: in the past, the 

congregation was self-sustaining, both in terms of the jobs that needed doing 
and the finances required.  Both worship and other church-run groups have 
declined numerically, and people describe this vividly.  People describe 
‘feeling fragile’ and people frequently describe and lament this perceived 
‘decline’.  

o A perceived decline in willingness to do things at church: there is clear anxiety 
over a lack of volunteers to do essential tasks.  People seem less willing to 
commit - and some say younger people in particular!  Some people link this to 
recent lifestyle changes (work, leisure, changing status of women, etc) 

o Some people within the congregation seeking a less demanding experience of 
worship and church: a small but significant number of people describe a 
desire to be able to come to worship without having to be required to ‘do 
things’.  They contrast St. John’s to a large evangelical church nearby which 
seems to offer this ‘consumerist’ approach to churchgoing, where you go to 
have a good time.  But they ask, is simply ‘enjoying yourself’ really worship? 

 
3. A concern for the future and a recognition of the need to change 

 St. John’s appears trapped between an existing idea of church and churchgoing 
centred upon commitment and work, and a contemporary culture which is very 
different.  People sense a chasm between the church and the community outside 

 When asked what they saw for the future of the church in 10 years time: 
o Some are completely pessimistic - will it still be here?  Is it viable? 
o Some recognise the need to grow numerically - but how? 
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o Many others recognise that it needs to change.  It needs to attract people in, 
and can no longer rely on a natural traffic between parish and church.  It must 
reach out, be more open. 

 

Theological analysis of St. John’s 
 
Parish and place 
St. John’s was founded upon, and continues to express, the ‘parish model’ of church, where 
church and its locality are intimately linked.  It is based on an incarnational theology, in which 
the local space is understood as the site of God’s activity and the mission of the parish 
church is to make God’s Kingdom known locally.  In 1957, for the newly-built estate of 
Longbridge, this mission was interpreted as creating a sense of community from disparate 
people, and St. John’s was built to provide a ‘centre’, a point of unity for the community.  The 
church’s success in this aim was evident for several decades in the different groups and 
occasional offices and is shown in the feeling of ‘home’ and ‘belonging’ that the congregation 
experience.  St. John’s was one ‘node’ in the network that created community in Longbridge, 
and other nodes were things like shops, pubs, and most significantly, the Austin.  St. John’s 
and these other nodes gave the area a sense of ‘place’, filled with meaning and identity.  
This understanding of place is at the heart of the incarnational theology of the parish system: 
when God is made incarnate and real locally, God ‘takes place’ amongst the identity and 
meaning in a place.  Indeed, St. John’s is skilled at holding and maintaining the sense of 
identity and meanings that are important in the area.  It is a community which remembers: it 
has a strong sense of its origins and of its links with the Austin.  Even its use of the name 
‘Longbridge’ is important when ‘Longbridge’, for many, is being redefined. 
 
Belonging: Membership and Stewardship 
The parish system incorporates the idea that people belong to their parish church in many 
and varied ways.  However, St. John’s has developed a clear idea of ‘membership’, of 
regular and committed involvement with the church, of those who sustain the life and mission 
of the church practically and financially.  This ‘stewardship’ and ‘giving’ is understood as the 
heart of Christian discipleship and worship, for it is this that sustains St. John’s mission to be 
a ‘centre’ to the ‘circle’.  Some tensions exist between this defined concept of membership, 
and the looser ways that others belong at St. John’s, and the regular ‘members’ seek to draw 
those on the fringes towards more committed belonging and towards the expression of true 
discipleship they understand themselves as showing. 
 
De-stabilising the foundations 
However, some at St. John’s are questioning whether their existing ways need to change in 
the face of different threats, notably social and cultural change, both locally and more 
broadly.  The church’s values of commitment, longevity and stewardship belong to the 
industrial age, when people were defined by their job and their position in large-scale 
industries (like the Austin!)  In the post-industrial age, people are defined by what they 
consume.  St. John’s becomes a counter-cultural community. 
But the locality has also changed radically too.  Many of the other nodes which maintained 
that community have gone: many shops, pubs, and especially, The Austin.  In the past, 
people would live, work and socialise in the same place.  But in post-industrial society, local 
space and local community is less important.  The sense of ‘place’ in Longbridge has 
changed, particularly after the Austin declined.  Indeed, the demolition of the factory 
symbolically destroyed the sense of memory and identity of the area.  Many local people find 
it hard to imagine the future until the site is rebuilt.  Longbridge has ‘lost its place’ and St. 
John’s lost its parish - and hence the church feels disconnected from its locality.  
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Consequently, it’s no surprise that the church also finds it hard to imagine the future, 
because it relies upon what happens on the Austin site.  
 
Presence... and engagement? 
In a world where local space is less important, people are more mobile and associate more 
in networks, the central premise of the parish system to make God real in geographic 
communities, now becomes a counter-cultural and prophetic task.  Indeed, when other local 
focal points, such as shops, pubs and - in Longbridge - The Austin, have disappeared, the 
Parish Church is committed to remain there as a sign of God’s enduring love.  But churches 
like St. John’s must be engaged as well as present.  So St. John’s has come full circle, 
returning to the original aim of ‘Circles without Centres’: to create community and sense of 
place where there is none.  St. John’s is important because it does ‘maintain the memory’ of 
Longbridge of the past.   
Until the redevelopment happens, St. John’s is unsure of what its place is, and how best to 
engage with it.  Both the church and the area have experienced the pain and loss of Good 
Friday as the sense of local place has gone.  And now St. John’s is in a place of waiting, in 
the loss and the emptiness of Easter Saturday.  Here it is hard to imagine the future.  But as 
a parish church, they are committed to being present, waiting for the resurrection and new 
life of Easter Sunday, both for themselves and the parish they serve. 
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APPENDIX K 

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS FROM FIELDWORK  

AT LONGBRIDGE METHODIST CHURCH 
(given to the previous and current ministers of the church prior to submission of thesis) 

 

 

Caroline Phillips, ThD research: ‘Being Church in Longbridge’ 
 
Summary of findings and analysis - case study of Longbridge 
Methodist Church, March-April 2009 
 

 
Presentation of findings 

 
History of the church: 

 Longbridge Methodist Society was founded in 1938 as the Circuit extended as the 
area developed.  Whilst Rubery was already a village, the area owes its expansion to 
the development of the Austin and the clearance of the inner cities post war.  
Although in Rednal, the church was named ‘Longbridge’ because of the area’s 
connection with the plant and its workers. 

 The church moved from Co-op Assembly Room to the two ‘huts’ in 1941.  Present 
church building opened in 1967.  Vision 2000 brought the most recent building 
changes to reflect the church’s aims (most notably the building of the Coffee Pot and 
the placing of windows to connect church and the locality) 

 
Facts about the church today: 

 Average Sunday congregation of 70. 

 Average length of attendance 19 years. 

 Worshippers living locally have done so for an average of 31 years 

 Diverse demographic profile: broad age range, diverse sectors of employment, 
greater ethnic diversity than the area 

 Beyond the congregation, the church welcomes 100s of people through its doors 
every week 

 Most people in the church and area identify with Rubery (both the high street and 
Great Park) 

 
 
Key features of the congregation/church: 
 
1. An emphasis on outreach and welcome: 

 Evident in the church throughout its history, but particularly driving Vision 2000: 
‘reach out to others for your God reaches out to you’.  Vision 2000 sought to bring the 
church and community closer - as reflected in both the architectural changes and the 
different projects (e.g. Coffee Pot, Day Centre, After-school club) 

 Here, ‘reaching out’ means ‘welcoming in’ - making the church available for local 
people to use in a wide variety of ways.  The congregation are committed to making 
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the church open and accessible, and is flexible and responsive to the needs of its 
users. 

 Ethos of welcome is reflected in the diverse profile of the congregation.  Children and 
young people feel especially valued and included.  Also, there are a wide variety of 
patterns of attendance at worship: the church accepts that people have other 
commitments and ‘go when they can’.  Recent years have seen the inclusion of 
different styles of worship. 

 Consequently, there is an emphasis on building relationships.  When asked why they 
started attending church, over ¾ of people cited the ‘warm fellowship’ or through 
friendships.  Church life is understood as much more than simply attending worship 
and the church community is formed through a network of relationships.  Hence, 
whilst the congregation are broadly local residents, people come from a wider 
distance than the immediate locality. 

 The emphasis on building relationships is demonstrated through the church’s work to 
be a ‘meeting place’ for local groups.  The church sees itself fulfilling a vital need 
locally by providing this.   

 However, 2 key initiative express most clearly the ‘relational ethos’ of the church: the 
Coffee Pot and the pantomime.  Both of these aim to unite people from across the 
various groups that meet in the church.  The pantomime is seen to create a sense of 
community and belonging. 

 The church emphasizes fun and happiness, and through this sees itself as 
challenging the traditional image of church.  Some link this to its ‘working-class’ roots. 

 
2. Belonging: the spiritual and the social 

 The ethos of welcome has resulted in a very broad community at Longbridge 
Methodist, and people ‘belong’ in a wide variety of ways.  There is a wide ‘fringe’ who 
may not worship, but still feel a sense of belonging. 

 However, the congregation hope that the church’s non-worship activities can draw 
people into the Christian life.  Many people give examples of how the ‘social’ 
becomes ‘spiritual’.  The pantomime, in particular, has been an effective way in to the 
worshipping life of the church for many people.  It’s seen as a way of ‘dipping your toe 
in the water’ of church. 

 The idea of a worshipping core with a broad fringe is reflected within the 
congregation.  Only 71% were official members of the Methodist Church.  For some, 
the most important affiliation is to the local church, and people describe a move away 
from understanding themselves as being specifically ‘Methodist’ to more generally 
‘Christian’. 

 However, from some, there is a tension around the relationship between ‘spiritual’ 
(specifically ‘religious’ activities, like prayer and worship) and ‘social’ (more general 
relational activities) aspects of church.  Some are concerned that the spiritual is an 
area that needs developing for many people.  Some people identify that there is only 
a small proportion who are more ‘spiritually inclined’.  They also feel that the more 
‘spiritual’ activities and events are less well supported than social activities. 

 Others, in contrast, recognise that the relationship between what is considered 
‘spiritual’ and ‘social’ is more nuanced, and identifying which is which can be difficult.  
For example, one person vividly described a ‘spiritual feeling’ about the pantomime. 

 
3. Change and the need to keep ‘moving on’ 

 Longbridge Methodist believes it is a church that faces and manages change well - as 
shown throughout the many changes and developments in its history. 
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 The minister is seen as very important and many comment that they have been 
blessed with several good ministers.  The minister is understood as the ‘public face of 
the church’ - which is crucial for their aim of reaching out to the community. 

 Vast majority speak optimistically about the church’s future, although some recognise 
that they constantly need to work hard at maintaining their vision.  The optimism 
about the church’s future is reflected in a general optimism for the future of the area. 

 
 

Theological analysis of Longbridge Methodist 
 
Serving the community: outgoing love 
Throughout its history, Longbridge Methodist has sought to serve the local area, and most 
recently articulated this as sharing the grace they have received from God with the 
community.  Through this, the church expresses a key emphasis of Methodist ecclesiology: 
that the outpouring of love from the Trinitarian God is the source of the Church.  The Church 
is a community who have experienced a foretaste of the Kingdom of God and express it in 
their life.  Consequently, the Church is called to continue the outgoing mission of God, 
pouring out God’s love beyond itself.  Vision 2000 expresses this ‘outgoing love’ succinctly. 
 
Social holiness and a new connexionality 
The emphasis on ‘outreach’ and ‘meeting needs’ has resulted in a symbiotic relationship 
between community and church since its very beginning.  The church owes its very existence 
to the area’s industrial expansion (as shown through its naming as ‘Longbridge’) and has 
changed several times in response to the area’s development.  Most recently, Vision 2000 
sought to enable the church to reach out to a community that had changed considerably after 
the closure and demolition of the hospitals and the building of Great Park.  Yet for Vision 
2000, ‘reaching out’ to the community involved ‘welcoming them in’.  Many local people 
describe how there are few places to nurture relationships between people locally now.  
Some describe how increased mobility has meant the local area is less important for people.  
Others describe how Rubery seems to have lost a sense of community.  Others talk of the 
decline in local shops, meeting places and ‘foci’ for the community.  Great Park is a very 
different kind of community to what was there previously.  Vision 2000 seeks to counteract 
the loss of social relatedness locally by providing opportunities for local people to interact.  It 
is a much-needed ‘meeting place’.   
However, the church’s most creative work - especially the pantomime and the Coffee Pot - is 
in enabling people from the various networks to cross and interact with each other.  The 
church’s success in building relationships is demonstrated in the strong language of 
belonging and even family that people use to describe their experience of it. 
In its emphasis on relationships, the church expresses the central Methodist concept of 
‘social holiness’ in a way that responds to post-industrial urban experience.  When a person 
receives God’s grace, it remains inoperative without a response of faith and discipleship, 
which is described as holiness, sharing in the character of God.  However, holiness is a 
deeply social matter, for the character of the Trinitarian God is social.  The Trinitarian 
community is characterised by loving relationships, and hence the call to holiness is also the 
call to loving relationships and to build loving community whose ultimate source is God.  In its 
motto of reaching out to others just as God reaches out to you, Longbridge Methodist is a 
contemporary expression of social holiness. 
An expression of social holiness, and modelling Paul’s ecclesial motif of the ‘body Christ’, 
Methodism has a ‘connexional’ structure expressing unity within diversity.  In its ethos of 
inclusion and welcome, its generous offering of its building and resources and work to build 
relationships between diverse groups, Longbridge Methodist has applied the principles of 
connexionalism to its mission and commitment to the local area.  The church demonstrates 
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that connexionalism takes seriously the structure of contemporary ‘network society’, 
comprised of various networks that dissect at nodal points.  But at the same time, this ‘new 
connexionalism’ seeks to maintain a sense of locally-based community which is often seen at 
odds with network society, by encouraging local people to build relationships. 
 
The Centre of the Circle 
God is the source and centre of the community in and around Longbridge Methodist, the 
point from which love flows outwards.  Here, relationships are a key ‘means of grace.’  The 
congregation stand closest to this ‘centre’, openly committed to sharing God’s love outwards 
towards the ‘fringe’.  But there is also a desire to draw the fringe into an explicit awareness of 
God’s grace in the relationships they have, that they in turn may partake in God’s mission 
and grow in holiness.  Here is where the church seeks to move people beyond the social to 
the more explicitly ‘spiritual’.  The Pantomime Service is the clearest expression of this.   
Longbridge Methodist is a community defined by its centre (God) rather than by any clear 
boundaries of who’s ‘in’ and who’s ‘out’, and in this way contrasts with the traditional 
Methodist understanding of membership and belonging.  Indeed, Methodist identity appears 
to matter less to many at the church.  Returning to some of the original emphases of 
Wesley’s thought, labels matter less than embodying authentic Methodist principles.   
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