Is it enough being famous for 5 minutes?
Juliet Kilpin

It's really strange how things become trendy isn'’t it? I've been reading the highly acclaimed book
‘The Tipping Point’ by Malcolm Gladwell, which unpacks the theory of how little things can make a
big difference. It was recommended to me and Jim by our friend Brian Bauman, a Mennonite
working in Toronto, Canada. Apparently he gets all his church planters to read this — I think it's
even higher up the book list than Stuart Murray-Williams’ books!!

It begins by telling the story of how Hush Puppies, after years of being a small insignificant
company, suddenly became trendy in New York (we must have missed that one here!)

More interestingly for me, it tells the story of how police in New York, faced with spiralling murder
rates, decided to instigate a zero tolerance attitude to fare dodging on the subway. Hours of police
time were invested in this seemingly minor crime in comparison to the many homicides
surrounding them. But strangely enough it became a tipping point in seeing numbers of homicides
decrease rapidly. Potential murderers knew perhaps that if the police were seriously concerned
about something so petty, how badly were they going to look on homicide? The message is clear.
Little things can make a big difference.

When we first moved to Shadwell no-one had heard of it! ‘Where’s that?’ people would ask us! Two
significant things have tipped people’s knowledge recently. Firstly, Holy Trinity Brompton have
replanted an Anglican church here. A team of 80 have made St Paul’s their church, and have been
investing time, energy and finances on what was a struggling congregation. Suddenly Shadwell is
on their lips and has become a recognised mission field. We are pleased to have more Christians
in the locality. Their presence in a place which has such a minority of Christians is refreshing and
encouraging.

Secondly, Fresh Expressions and RUN made their DVD, ‘Expressions: The DVD’, which included a
5 minute snapshot of Cable Street Community Church. We have always been a bit nervous of
publicising stuff that's happening on the ground here - partly for fear of making local people feel
they are in a goldfish bowl, and partly because we know that videos can often do a great job at
making things look bigger and better than they really are!

I have been in several places where they have chosen to show our clip. Not only is it always
embarrassing to watch yourself on a huge screen - analysing every movement you made, every
angle which shoots up your nose etc. — but afterwards you are flooded with people saying how
fantastic it all is and what a great job you are doing.

Now it is always great to have people understand your situation a little more and to recognise the
effort you are putting in, but the thing is they are only watching that 5 minute snapshot, and in
those 5 minutes everything was great! And it really catches some wonderful people with whom
God is doing some great stuff. But what it doesn’t capture is the heartbreak you experience when
someone who has been following Jesus goes back on drugs and disappears off the scene, or what
it feels like when most of your congregation are suffering from mental health disorders and
probably won’t be more ‘together’ next week or next month, or when you’ve put your heart and soul
into a message you've prepared and only two people turn up, or when someone in the church has
started self-harming again, or when you wonder whether you are really making a difference for the
Kingdom of God.

It would be nice if when people say to me, ‘Wow, that looks so great what you're doing,’ that | could
turn around and say ‘Yes, you're right. It's fantastic!” And in one sense | could say that — over the
last 9 years Urban Expression has recruited almost 40 people to move into inner-city areas to
create relevant forms of church, of which Cable Street is just one. We have just appointed the
leader of our 8" team in London, have a team started in Manchester and have just held interviews
for Glasgow. We have 80 Associates and interest in Urban Expression is growing.



But | know that on the ground for each of the teams it is more often than not simply hard work. It is
self-sacrificial, with all of us making daily choices to remain living in the inner-city; to cope
sometimes with the risk of violence; to cope with the question of ‘what have | achieved today?’, and
perhaps most importantly in this day and age, to remain for the time being as a minority and to not
go to the bigger, more comfortable churches that we might prefer. As Charlie Ingram, from the
Ferrier Estate said at a recent Urban Expression Open Day, ‘We don’t need superstars, we don'’t
need anyone out of the ordinary, we just need average, every day Christians to choose to come
and live out their average, every day faith in this small, urban expression of church. To choose not
to be anonymous in the big mega-churches, but to do something small that will make a huge
difference.

[As an aside... as | write this there is another article in The Guardian stating that this is the year
that our world experiences its own tipping point and more people now live in cities than out. So
Charlie’s point rings loud in my head. If we are choosing not to live our ordinary lives in our cities,
then we are certainly in a losing battle to reach them.]

So, whenever | watch the Expression DVD, and I'm being honest with you now, it puts such a big
smile on my face as | consider all the small things that have happened which have made a big
difference — like picking up rubbish, playing football, washing people’s windows, having a cup of
tea with someone, stopping to chat, visiting someone in prison, sending a text, having a meal. It
makes me think of all the peoples’ lives that have been touched by Christ through the people who
have moved in with Urban Expression. But it also, without exception so far, causes me to shed a
tear as | consider those whose journeys with Jesus have been hard, those who have given up so
much to come and do this ministry, those who have poured themselves out as an offering for
others and for God’s glory.

To all of you who understand this, who are struggling on in the urban place God has called you to,
keep on keeping on!




