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  Introduction: A Thirsty Land

  
  




It is a Tuesday evening on an ordinary street. It could be in Manchester or Manila, Lagos or Lima, Seoul or São Paulo. The streetlights have come on. Doors and curtains are closed in most of the homes. Behind them, people are eating in front of the television, scrolling through their phones, finishing a bit of work, putting children to bed. Some are with family. Some have been alone all day.




Three doors down from the corner, a woman in her seventies has not spoken to anyone since Sunday. Across the road, a young man sits in his bedroom with his headphones on, trying not to think about his debts. At the end of the street, a couple who used to laugh together now barely speak. Most of these people have lived a few metres apart for years. Most could not tell you their neighbours’ names.




Round the corner is a church. On Sunday mornings about seventy people gather there to sing, pray, hear the Bible and share bread and wine. Tonight, in a front room two streets away, eleven of them are meeting for their midweek home group. They are singing a song about Jesus, slightly out of tune. In a few minutes they will pray for the area. If they are honest, some of them wonder whether any of it makes a difference beyond the church doors.




This book is for them. It is for anyone who goes to church on a Sunday, meets with a few others during the week, looks out at the street, and wonders whether God’s presence could really change a place.

* * *

A thirsty land

Our communities are thirsty.




In 2025 the World Health Organization reported that about one in six people in the world is affected by loneliness, and linked it to more than 871,000 deaths every year, roughly a hundred every hour. It is not only a problem of wealthy countries, or of the old. We are more connected by technology than any generation in history, and yet many people go days without a real conversation. Anxiety and depression have become household words. Streets that look tidy from the outside are full of quiet pain.




Yet something else is stirring. Across much of Africa, Asia and Latin America the church has grown enormously in living memory, and today more Christians live in sub-Saharan Africa than in any other region of the world. Even in countries where faith has long seemed in decline, many church leaders report a new openness, especially among young adults. Some claims have run ahead of the evidence: in 2026 a widely reported study of a “quiet revival” in England and Wales was withdrawn after fraudulent responses were found in its sample. That is a sobering reminder not to build our hope on headlines. But many pastors still see new faces in their congregations and hear new questions in their conversations. There is a spiritual hunger in our world, even if no one can measure it well.




So we live in a world that is lonely, anxious, curious and sceptical all at once. And many Christians feel powerless in it. We love Jesus, we pray, we turn up on Sundays, but when we look at our streets the darkness often seems stronger than our small, faithful gatherings.

* * *

Another way

When Christians feel that powerless, they tend to respond in one of two ways.




Some reach for complicated forms of spiritual warfare. They learn to identify the evil spirits said to rule over their towns, to map a city’s spiritual strongholds, and to confront and bind the powers by name. Many who do this love Jesus deeply and long to see their communities changed. But the approach can leave people anxious, fascinated by darkness, and unsure whether they have prayed the right prayers in the right way.




Others quietly give up. They would never say so, but they have stopped expecting worship and prayer to change anything outside the room. Church becomes a pleasant weekly meeting for the people already inside it, and the street outside carries on as before.




This book offers another way, simpler than the first and more hopeful than the second. It is the way of light and love. In Chapter 2 I will explain why I believe it is more faithful to the New Testament than confronting spirits over places. For now, here is the heart of it in one sentence:




Bring Jesus in and the darkness has to leave.




The rest of the book unpacks that sentence.

* * *

Rivers of living water

The Feast of Tabernacles was one of the great celebrations of Israel’s year. For a week, the people of Jerusalem lived in shelters made of branches, remembering their ancestors’ years in the wilderness. Each morning a priest carried water in a golden jug from the Pool of Siloam up to the temple and poured it out beside the altar, while the crowds sang and the trumpets sounded. It was a prayer for rain, and a reminder of God’s promise to pour out blessing on a dry land.




On the last day of that feast, John tells us, Jesus did something startling:




“Now on the last and greatest day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried out, ‘If anyone is thirsty, let him come to me and drink! He who believes in me, as the Scripture has said, from within him will flow rivers of living water.’ But he said this about the Spirit, which those believing in him were to receive.” (John 7:37–39)




Centuries earlier, the prophet Ezekiel had seen a vision of water trickling out from under the threshold of the temple. As he followed it, the water rose, ankle-deep, then knee-deep, then waist-deep, until it became a river too deep to cross. It flowed east into the Dead Sea, the most lifeless water on earth, and made it fresh. Fish teemed in it. Trees grew along its banks with leaves for healing. “Everything will live wherever the river comes,” Ezekiel was told (Ezekiel 47:9).




When Jesus stood up at the feast, he was claiming that the river had arrived. He is the true temple. The living water flows from him, and by his Spirit it flows through the people who believe in him, out into the dry places of the world.

* * *

The presence that changes places

This book is about that presence: the presence of Jesus himself, with his people by the Holy Spirit. It is not about an atmosphere we create, a technique we master or a force we control. It is about a person.




Here is what I hope to show. When believers love Jesus, are filled with his Spirit, and carry the love of God into their streets through worship, prayer and the good news, his presence pushes back darkness the way dawn pushes back the night. Not overnight, not by our cleverness, and not without cost. But truly.




It begins in one heart and spreads: to a home, a small gathering, a street, a town, and in God’s time a whole nation. Jesus described the shape of it just before he ascended:




“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you. You will be witnesses to me in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the uttermost parts of the earth.” (Acts 1:8)




First the Spirit, then the witness, then the widening circles.




I believe this is meant to be simple, because Jesus meant fishermen, tax collectors and housewives to live it. But simple is not the same as simplistic. Some places resist the light. Some prayers seem to go unanswered for years. Some well-meaning movements go badly wrong. We will look honestly at all of that too, because a message that ignores hard realities will not survive contact with real streets.

* * *

Why I am hopeful

It would be easy to read the start of this introduction and feel discouraged. In some countries, Christians have lived for decades with a sense of decline, as though the light were slowly being turned down. In others, believers are a small minority under pressure, or follow Jesus at real cost. But I am hopeful, for four reasons.




First, because of who Jesus is. He is not a fading memory from a more religious age. He is risen, reigning and present by his Spirit, and “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever” (Hebrews 13:8). The Jesus who walked into the darkest corner of Galilee walks into the darkest corner of your town. If anything has dimmed, it is not the light. It is our expectation.




Second, because of history. Again and again, when the church seemed weak and the culture around it hostile or indifferent, God moved through small groups of people who loved Jesus and prayed. Seventh-century Northumbria was a violent pagan kingdom. Eighteenth-century Britain was coarse, drunken and spiritually cold. Early twentieth-century Korea was humiliated and occupied. Communist China closed its churches and expelled its missionaries. In each place the light came in through people no one had heard of. We will meet many of them. Their stories are not guarantees, but they are signposts.




Third, because of what I see in the church. In countless cities, towns and villages around the world, believers still pray for their streets, visit the lonely, run toddler groups, food banks and lunch clubs, and sing to Jesus on ordinary Tuesday evenings. Much of what they do is unseen and uncounted, and many of them feel they are making no difference. They are wrong. They are the match struck in a dark room, the yeast in the dough, and God is far from finished with them.




Fourth, because the Bible’s last word is not decline but renewal. The story ends with a river flowing from the throne of God and of the Lamb, and trees whose leaves are for the healing of the nations. Everything in between is the story of how that river reaches us, and flows through us to others.

* * *

The journey ahead

The book is in four parts.




Part One: The Light Has Come is about Jesus: who he is, what he won at the cross, and the good news that announces it. Everything else flows from here.




Part Two: The Presence Comes Near is about the Holy Spirit: how Jesus is present with us by his Spirit, what it means to be filled with him and empowered by him, and how worship and prayer make room for him.




Part Three: The Presence Spreads follows the circles of Acts 1:8 outward: from one changed heart to a home, a gathering, a street, a city and the nations.




Part Four: The Presence Endures is honest about the long haul: what to do when the light seems slow, how good movements go wrong, and what it means, in the end, to love Jesus and bring him in.




Running through the book is one true story from long ago: how a small community of Christians on a tidal island off the coast of Northumbria helped to change a kingdom. It began with a wooden cross raised before a battle, grew through a monastery where the psalms were sung every day, spread through people who walked the countryside talking about Jesus, and survived kings dying and Vikings raiding. Pilgrims still cross the sands to Lindisfarne today. We will return to the story at the start of each part. Alongside it are stories from many other places and centuries: Korea and India, East Africa and China, Wales and the Hebrides, New York and Glasgow, Philippi and Nineveh. The light of Jesus has never belonged to one country or culture, and the same Spirit is at work wherever you are reading this.




You do not need to be a church leader to read this book. You do not need a large church, a gifted worship band or a strategy. You need a church to belong to on Sundays, a few people to meet with in the week, and above all a thirst for Jesus, and a willingness to come to him.




Let us begin where he began: with the light.




Lord Jesus, we are thirsty. We come to you. Fill us with your Spirit.








  
  
  Part One: The Light Has Come

  
  




Northumbria, AD 634




The night before the battle, a young king set up a cross.




His name was Oswald. Eighteen years earlier, as a boy, he had fled his homeland when his father was killed and the kingdom seized by a rival. He grew up in exile among the Irish-speaking people of western Scotland, whose great monastery stood on the small island of Iona, and there he heard about Jesus and was baptised.




Now he had come home to fight for his people. Northumbria had been torn apart by war. The British king Cadwallon had overrun it, killing its rulers and ravaging the land. Oswald’s army was small, and the enemy’s was larger.




According to the historian Bede, writing about a century later, Oswald had a wooden cross made and set into the ground near Hexham, holding it upright with his own hands while his soldiers packed earth around its base. Then he called on the whole army to kneel and pray to the true and living God to defend them. The place became known as Heavenfield. The next day, Oswald’s small army won.




What Oswald did next matters more for our story than the battle. Once he was king, he did not first build a fortress or pass new laws. He sent back to Iona and asked the monks to send someone to teach his people about Christ.




The story of a changed kingdom began at the cross. So does ours.








  
  
  Chapter 1: The Light No Darkness Can Put Out

  
  




Have you ever tried to make a room darker by adding more darkness?


It cannot be done. You cannot pour darkness into a lit room, carry a bucket of it in from outside, or switch on a darkness lamp. The only way to make a room dark is to take the light away.


The reverse is easy. Walk into a pitch-black room and strike a single match, and the darkness gives way. It does not argue or negotiate. It has no strength of its own to resist. It retreats to the corners, as far from the flame as it can get.


That small, everyday fact sits at the heart of this book. It also sits at the heart of the gospel.

* * *

In him was life

John begins his account of Jesus not in Bethlehem but before the beginning of everything:


“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God… In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness hasn’t overcome it.” (John 1:1, 4–5)


John chooses his words carefully. He does not say that Jesus brought light, as though light were a parcel he carried into the world. He says that the life in Jesus was the light. Jesus is not a messenger of light; he is the light itself.


Then John tells us what happened when that light met the darkness of the world. The Greek word translated “overcome” can mean to seize, to grasp, to master or to put out. Some older translations render it “comprehended”, because it can also mean to understand. John may intend both. The darkness could not understand the light, and it could not extinguish it.


Jesus was rejected, betrayed, mocked, beaten and nailed to a cross. On the Friday he died, it must have looked to everyone watching as though the darkness had finally won. The sun itself was darkened at noon. But on Sunday morning, the light was still shining, and it always will be. Whatever darkness you face in your own life or on your own street, it has never once succeeded in putting out the light of Jesus. It is not going to start now.

* * *

The light goes to the edges

A few verses later, John adds: “The true light that enlightens everyone was coming into the world” (John 1:9). The light did not shine from a safe distance, like a lighthouse warning ships away from the rocks. It came down into the darkness itself.


On the night Jesus was born, the first people to hear the news were shepherds in the fields. Shepherds were not respected. Their work made them ritually unclean and kept them on the edges of society, and that night they were literally in the dark. Then “the glory of the Lord shone around them” (Luke 2:9). The light of heaven broke into a dark field and fell first on people the world overlooked.


When Jesus began his public ministry, he followed the same pattern. Matthew tells us where he went:


“Leaving Nazareth, he came and lived in Capernaum, which is by the sea, in the region of Zebulun and Naphtali, that it might be fulfilled which was spoken through Isaiah the prophet, saying, ‘…Galilee of the Gentiles, the people who sat in darkness saw a great light; to those who sat in the region and shadow of death, to them light has dawned.’” (Matthew 4:13–16)


Galilee was not the obvious place to launch a movement. The respectable centre of Jewish religious life was Jerusalem, in the south. Galilee was the northern borderland, with a mixed population, Roman garrisons, Greek cities and a reputation among the religious elite for being half-pagan. “Search and see that no prophet has arisen out of Galilee,” the Pharisees sniffed (John 7:52). Centuries earlier, Isaiah had described this very region as a land of deep darkness, the first to be overrun when invading armies came south.


That is exactly where Jesus began. He did not wait for the darkness to clear before he arrived. He went where it was thickest, and the light dawned there first.


The pattern runs through all the Gospels. The light keeps coming to the edges: to fishermen and tax collectors, to lepers and Samaritans, to women society ignored and children the disciples tried to send away. Jesus did not wait for people to tidy their lives and come to him. He came to them. That matters for anyone who looks at their own town and thinks, “Not here. This place is too hard, too secular, too broken.” The light of the world has a habit of beginning in precisely those places.

* * *

I am the light of the world

Later in John’s Gospel, at the Feast of Tabernacles in Jerusalem, Jesus makes one of his boldest claims:


“I am the light of the world. He who follows me will not walk in the darkness, but will have the light of life.” (John 8:12)


The setting gives the words extra force. During the feast, enormous golden lamps were lit in the temple courts, so bright that it was said every courtyard in Jerusalem shone with their glow. People danced beneath them through the night. They recalled the pillar of fire that had guided Israel through the wilderness. Standing there, at that feast, Jesus says in effect: “Those lamps point to me. I am the light they are celebrating.”


And he tells us how we come into that light. Not by mastering a technique or reaching some level of spiritual knowledge, but by following him. In John’s Gospel, light is personal. It comes by walking with a person. The closer we follow Jesus, the more of his light we walk in, and the more of it we carry.

* * *

Light doesn’t fight

Here is the idea at the centre of this book, as plainly as I can put it:


Bring Jesus in, and the darkness has to leave.


Light does not fight darkness. It does not need to. Darkness has no substance of its own. It is not a rival power that light must wrestle to the ground, but simply what remains where light is absent. When the light comes, darkness is displaced.


That does not mean evil is imaginary. The Bible is clear that evil is real, that there are spiritual powers opposed to God, and that people do terrible things to one another. We will look at all of that in the next chapter. But Christians have long understood evil as parasitic rather than original. God made a good world, and evil is what happens when that goodness is twisted, broken or turned away from its source. Darkness is never Jesus’ equal. There is no balance of power between them, no cosmic tug-of-war with an uncertain outcome.


John puts it in one hopeful phrase: “the darkness is passing away and the true light already shines” (1 John 2:8). Both halves are true. The light is already shining: Jesus has come and the victory is won. The darkness is passing away: not yet gone, but on its way out. However thick it seems on your street today, it is retreating, not advancing.


This changes how we see the places we live. It frees us from fear, because we need not wonder whether the darkness might be stronger than Jesus. And it frees us from fascination, because we need not study the darkness in detail in order to push it back. Our task is not to become experts in the dark. It is to bring in the light.

* * *

When the light exposes

Light is wonderful, but it is not always comfortable. Jesus told Nicodemus:


“This is the judgement, that the light has come into the world, and men loved the darkness rather than the light, for their works were evil. For everyone who does evil hates the light and doesn’t come to the light, lest his works would be exposed. But he who does the truth comes to the light, that his works may be revealed, that they have been done in God.” (John 3:19–21)


Anyone who has switched on a bright lamp in a room that has not been cleaned for months knows what Jesus means. The light shows up the dust and the stains we had stopped noticing. Some people, Jesus says, would rather stay in the dark than have their lives exposed. This helps explain why bringing Jesus into a place is not always met with gratitude. As we will see in the next chapter, some people would rather he left.


But the light of Jesus exposes in order to heal, not to shame. When a doctor shines a light into a wound, it is so the wound can be cleaned. “God didn’t send his Son into the world to judge the world, but that the world should be saved through him” (John 3:17). The light that shows us our darkness is the same light that leads us out of it. So when we pray for Jesus’ light to come into our streets, we are praying for something both comforting and searching, and the place where that work always begins is our own hearts.

* * *

Light, love and the children of light

John wants us to see one more thing about this light. In his first letter he writes that “God is light, and in him is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5). A few chapters later he writes, “God is love” (1 John 4:8).


For John these are not two separate facts. God’s light is the light of his love, and his love is how his light shines. “He who loves his brother remains in the light,” John says (1 John 2:10). To live in the light is to love. To carry the light of Jesus into a place is to carry the love of God into it. That is why this book is not, in the end, about methods. It is about love: loving Jesus, and bringing his love to the people around us.


And the light does not only fall on us. It changes who we are. Paul writes: “For you were once darkness, but are now light in the Lord. Walk as children of light” (Ephesians 5:8). He does not say we were once in darkness and are now in the light. He says we were darkness, and now we are light, because Christ lives in us. He tells the Philippians that, in the middle of a crooked generation, they are “seen as lights in the world” (Philippians 2:15), like stars in a night sky. Stars do not argue with the night. They shine, and the darker the sky
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