Theology in Times of Change
Stellenbosch University
MONDAY – 23 JANUARY 2012

The Church and Community Development – Challenges with others
Eddie Orsmond

1. Introduction

I want to thank the organisers for the opportunity to present my topic for discussion as part of this inviting and hospitable space.

I responded to the invitation in the advertisement of the conference to “all who plan to attend … to suggest topics for conversations in smaller groups.”

I responded with a suggestion, not expecting to be part of the program. And here I stand…

2. The formulation of my discussion topic

I formulated my discussion topic against the background of my practical situation as pastor in a rural congregation of the DRC. I am in my nineteenth year of ministry in this specific congregation. Over the period of more than eighteen years our congregation, the broader community and the shape of our ministry have changed tremendously.

Our changing environment and socio-economic context together with the challenges thereof for ministry and theological reflection resonate with the conference theme: Theology in times of transition.

One of the major transitions and its challenges for ministry in our region is the appeal of the greater community. With time we became more and more aware of the needs of the community in which our congregation is geographically situated. The concept of community development became all the more prominent over time.

Awareness of the needs of the broader community and the challenges it brought with regard to the focus and practices of our ministry, registered a second challenge. It is the challenge represented by the concepts The Church and others in the theme of my topic.

We gradually realised that congregational ministry with a focus on community and the development of a livelihood for the broader community, would stretch our capacity, resources and organisational structures to the limits. We are not prepared and trained for these challenges.
This is essentially the point I want to put on the table.
3. My problem

Personally and also as congregation, we struggle to develop proper and functional ways to work in partnership with other agents and role players outside the church. Maybe you don’t have this problem. In that case I hope you can help me today.
I speak from experience. Over the years I became ever more aware of the voice of our broader community. I am convinced that the Lord calls our congregation to a community-focussed ministry. We actually owned this call to and challenge of the broader community. However, we still lack the competence to deal with the challenges in this new environment.

We are aware of community needs like homelessness, joblessness, education, teenage pregnancies and alcoholism. We have registered the existence and work of actors other than the church in our community who focus on these issues. We greatly appreciate the commitment of some outside (of the church) actors with regard to burning social and community issues in our area.

However, some issues challenge us in the transition to a developmental-orientated ministry:

1. Development is not a matter of hand-outs and numerous acts of welfare. It rather has a long-term sustainable focus with outcomes-oriented strategies based on specialised attention. That is at least how I came to understand it. 
· What do we have to offer in terms of specialisation and long-term sustainability? 
· How does the ministry of churches contribute to community development? 

· Can churches present their ministry as important part of community life?
2. A developmental approach challenges us to re-think the things we are already doing. Many members of our congregation are employers for great numbers of people. 
· Do they see their task as contributing to developing the broader community? 
· Does the ministry of the church influence and prepare members in this regard?

3. There are already other actors in the field.

· Some of them are doing a splendid job.

· The church can’t do it better. 

· How is community development then also the task of the church?

4. We might even agree that the task of the church is different from other actors and service providers. 

· However, if we appreciate their efforts and see the theological significance of what they are doing, should we not then join them?

5. However, it is difficult for us to formally join other initiatives.

· One reason is that we want to take over.

· We struggle to align with the organisation structures and culture of other actors. 
Can we talk about these issues?

4. The following actors in our area taught me much
1. The teachers of the Simondium Secondary School – traditionally for children of the farm workers in the area. 
· They started many initiatives in response to the needs of the school’s peoples. 
· The school presents a wonderful hub for development projects. 
· Our congregation struggle to engage in these activities.

2. Valcare Trust. A network and information organisation. 
· It is Valcare’s aim to support service providers in the field of poverty alleviation and to link providers and those who are in need with each other. 
· Valcare struggle to convince churches that networking and partnerships create social and societal capacity.

3. Drakenstein Association for Persons with Disabilities. A branch of Western-Cape APD.

· Work in association with Dept. of Social Development, Lotto and other donors. 
· Structure of governance and policies for funding in this sector are foreign to us.
· The technical side of this organisational structure is challenging for churches.

4. Paarl Service Forum. Informal forum of service organisations in Paarl and Wellington. 
· It aims at communicating needs and programmes in order to mobilise and co-ordinate available resources in the community. 
5. Simondium Community Development Forum – a newly found Section 21 Company that aims at mobilising networks between political, religious, private and non-governmental actors in the Simondium area.

6. Denominations of the church in Simondium – URCSA & Church of England (Anglican).

· Different ministries with little interaction.

· However, wonderful role as developers of human capital.

7. ACVV

But everyone is going it alone! 
5. Exposure to some sources

In reflecting on these issues over the past years many documents and literature informed my thinking about being church with others in society. I will only mention three documents: 
a. National Development Plan

b. Communities First program

c. NT Wright – Surprised by Hope
I close my introduction for conversation with references to and quotes from these documents.
National Development Plan

The Overview of the NDP states: 


“The Diagnostic Report of the National Planning Commission, released in June 
2011, 
sets out South Africa’s achievements and its shortcomings since 1994. In 
many areas, the country has made remarkable progress since the dawn of 
democracy…. Democracy has restored the dignity of all South Africans – it has 
also translated into improved access to education, health services, water, 
housing, electrification and social security. A significant proportion of schools, 
suburbs and workplaces are 
integrated. 


Yet for many poor South Africans, there is still much that looks the same, 
highlighting serious shortcomings in our development path.


South Africa has the potential and capacity to eliminate poverty and reduce 
inequality over the next two decades. This requires a new approach - … one that 
systematically includes the socially and economically excluded, where people are 
active champions of their own development and where government works 
effectively to develop people’s capabilities to lead the lives they desire.

A more prosperous country that is progressively eradicating poverty and 
inequality will also, over time,… lay the basis for greater social cohesion, unity 
and opportunity.”
Surprised by Hope (NT Wright)
Towards the end of his Surprised by Hope, Wright reflects on the mission of the church: “The mission of the church must reflect, and be shaped by, the future hope as the New Testament presents it” (2007:242). The agenda of the church in the twenty first century will be determined by three areas: justice, beauty and evangelism. They are all part of the larger whole…
In discussing the category of beauty against the background of Romans 8, Wright states that through art and appreciation of natural beauty, “[w]e are committed to describing the world as ... - by God’s grace – one day it will be” (Wright 2007:235). Therefore the church “should stand out in every town and village as the place where new creativity bursts forth for the whole community, pointing to the hope which, like all beauty, always comes as a surprise” (Wright, 2007:244).

Writing about a third area for the church’s agenda in the twenty first century, Wright (2007:237) describes his intention to show how the paradigm he advanced in his book gives a new perspective on what evangelism might be. God honours all kinds of ways of announcing the good news. Wright believes that if the church is working on the different issues he looked at in his book, the announcement “that God is God, that Jesus is Lord, that the powers of evil, corruption and death itself have been defeated and that God’s new world has begun” (2007:239) would make a lot of sense.

The church also announces the good news through involvement with communities. Thus, says Wright, evangelism “will flourish best if the church is giving itself to works of justice (putting things to right in the community) and works of beauty (highlighting the glory of creation and the glory yet to be revealed)” (Wright, 2007:244). The church believes there is more to human existence than what we can see with our eyes and what we experience daily. 

That “there is more to human existence” challenges the church to realise the new world God promised, within present day communities. The church must “work with the whole local community, to foster programmes for better housing, schools and community facilities, to encourage new job opportunities, to campaign and cajole and work with local government and councils and, in short, to foster hope at any and every level” (Wright, 2007:243).

Communities First

The Communities First project is the result of a team exercise. Team members are church and community consultants located all around the United States. These consultants work for the Christian Reformed World Relief Committee (CRWRC). They worked to help individuals rise out of poverty through community development, and to guide neighborhoods achieve a shared vision in order to change their communities. Through these experiences the team has gained valuable knowledge about how to help families and communities reduce poverty (Van Groningen, 2005:7).

The program emphasises vision (dreaming): “Communities First encourages us to be agents of shalom … to bring a foretaste of ‘the new heaven and earth’ to our homes and streets” (Van Groningen, 2005:6). This program challenges the church to ask and answer the question: “When will life in this community be more like heaven?” In answering this question the “Communities First team envisions churches cooperating with their communities, influencing them in ways that make life better for everyone here and now” (Van Groningen, 2005:9).

The Communities First team believes that hope, faith and love are only possible through immersion in the biblical narrative. “It is the gospel, enlivened by the Spirit that describes the grace that feeds the hope that inspires the faith. For this reason ‘evangelism’ – telling the story – is indispensable for sustaining development” (Van Groningen, 2005:17). 
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