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Ready for anything: The role of a street pastor

What is a street pastor?

A street pastor is a volunteer who cares for, listens to and helps other people, particularly in the night-time environment, in busy areas where people are drinking, partying and moving between pubs and clubs. Working in small teams of men and women, they will be in contact with bouncers and door staff, CCTV officers and the police, as an integral part of neighbourhood safety, until the streets start to get quieter, around 4 a.m. A street pastor is someone who is concerned for their community, for vulnerable people and, especially, for young people – more than half the people that the volunteers meet are aged between eighteen and twenty-five years. Volunteers are recognisable on the streets in their Street Pastors jacket and cap and, after they have been trained, most of them go out on patrol on a Friday or Saturday night once every four weeks.

Street pastors are able to respond to situations where a night out has not gone as planned, where there is aggression or antisocial behaviour, or emotions are running high, fuelled by drink or drugs. Street pastors are often involved in the night-time economy in simple, straightforward but important ways, demonstrating the ‘soft’ skills that free up local policing teams to respond to more serious incidents. For example, street pastors often escort vulnerable people to a taxi rank or a place of safety, wait with a person while they sober up sufficiently to walk, provide water and foil blankets where needed, pick up bottles or broken glass that could be used as a weapon, and give first aid to those with minor injuries. They help people who start the night with a group of friends but later find themselves alone and incapable of getting home safely.

They are a positive, friendly and inclusive presence, and for those who want to chat, they are good listeners. Street pastors are always in touch with a small group of prayer supporters, called ‘prayer pastors’, who pray that calm will be restored in the incidents that are reported to them by the street pastors over the phone or radio link. In some towns and cities, street pastors have been given responsibilities in the daytime, to be a reassuring presence on patrol in and around schools, in public parks or in shopping centres.

@kleephotography

Street Pastoring for the third consecutive Saturday. I fancy a pint. #streetpastors

A street pastor is someone who is able and willing to build bridges between individuals in times of conflict or need. They can make links between individuals and relevant statutory or voluntary agencies, or between an individual who needs help and an individual who can give help. They will be a person who can approach others in a non-judgemental way, listen to them without forming preconceived ideas and, by helping and caring for others, will be demonstrating the good news of Jesus Christ. Whatever they are doing or saying, they will be an ambassador for Jesus.

Who can be a street pastor?

Street pastors come from right across the Christian community and can be anyone who:


	has a passion for Jesus and the community;

	has been committed to a church fellowship for more than one year, with a personal reference from their minister or church leader;

	has attended the training programme;

	is over the age of eighteen;

	has been checked by the DBS (Disclosure and Barring Service).



Training

Training a new street pastor or refreshing the training of an experienced volunteer is always a priority for Ascension Trust, the umbrella body that governs and administers Street Pastors. The trust always aims to deliver practical training, not academic learning. The training manual that accompanies the training course presents the ethos of the initiative and contains resources to prepare teams for appropriate and relevant relationships on the streets. It brings together the challenges of a Christian responsibility for our neighbourhoods with the practical skills and awareness vital to a street pastor’s role.

The training manual contains outlines for eight core areas of training and in addition, builds in some flexibility to the programme, so that each area can choose other subjects that will provide additional training in skills relevant to the needs that they will regularly encounter. For example, some teams have established a training link with agencies like the Samaritans or have called upon the experience of the ambulance service to provide tailored first-aid tuition. Many have found a visit to the CCTV control room or a local hostel useful preparation. Two ‘field assignments’ are required as part of the training course during which trainees are actively involved in patrols. Ascension Trust recommends that a total of forty-two hours of training in core and elective subjects should be undertaken in the first eighteen months after commissioning. Locally tailored training modules are in addition to the forty-two hours.

Most new volunteers will take part in sessions about understanding Christianity in the context of contemporary culture. Following the Bible’s encouragement to always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks about the hope that a Christian has (1 Peter 3:15), many areas provide training on ‘Giving an account of your hope’. It is designed to help a person analyse their own faith story, and learn how to share it in ways that are adapted to the listener and the context. A good street pastor is able to get his or her own experiences and testimony in order so that they can be shared at a moment’s notice.

Early in the training programme, all new volunteers will be part of a session called ‘Roles and responsibilities’. This takes a first look at the role of a street pastor and sets out the criteria for continuing with training. It also paints a picture of the kind of person who makes a good street pastor.

A street pastor is …

Someone with a genuine interest in people

This means being a person who is not patronising and who is not threatening in their manner. Some Street Pastors teams find that those street pastors who are most easily accepted into tense situations on the street are female and older. It’s known as the ‘granny factor’. So, analysing this common factor, it’s true to say that for all volunteers, male and female, the key to being able to approach a person with genuine interest is to relate to them as a person, not solely as a drunk or a rough sleeper or an aggressor. Having a genuine interest in people means being ready to ascribe dignity to an individual. In many cases, this is something that street pastors try to do in practical ways, for example, by making sure a young girl lying on the ground is properly covered up and decent, or by cleaning vomit or blood from a person’s face or hair.

@CllrPaul4Cowick

Unidentifiable music from @TimepieceExeter as backing track to work of #StreetPastors looking after *tired and emotional* man vomiting …

Someone who can resist making assumptions

A street pastor in training will be challenged to think about how easy it is to make assumptions and judge a person by their appearance or their dialect, perhaps even by their skin colour. A street pastor must resist any inward or outward prejudice, particularly being careful to keep their facial reactions to a minimum, no matter what is shared with them. A street pastor offers non-judgemental support.

Someone who can give the gift of time

A street pastor’s job on the streets can often mean that they are moving from one hot spot to the next, or from one group of people to the another. However, a good street pastor gives a person the time that they need to share what they want to share, showing them that they have their full attention. A quiet spell is a good chance to chat to door staff and staff in takeaways or restaurants.

Someone who is patient

Though most people greet street pastors warmly, there are others that react antagonistically or in a flippant or sarcastic way. At times like this, a street pastor will give the conversation time. There may be something that triggers a dramatic change in the conversation after a while. Street pastors work in many contexts in which it takes time to make sense of what someone is trying to communicate, or in which an individual is not in control of their faculties. Patience is needed from the outset, and it may take a long time to establish the best course of action for that person. Likewise, a street pastor must be prepared for nights when there is a lot of waiting around, for a taxi or a parent to arrive.

Someone who is good at reading body language

A street pastor needs to be able to test the temperature of a conversation and assess whether emotions are cooling down or cranking up. The training course will provide lots of opportunities to think about different kinds of body language and how a street pastor can promote calm by encouraging a volatile individual to speak more slowly or sit down. An experienced street pastor will learn over time, as they meet a wide variety of people on the streets, that not everyone is in party mode. Therefore it is good to have a ‘ready for anything’ approach.

Someone who is skilled in initiating conversations

One of the best qualities a street pastor can have is the ability to initiate a conversation, and so a street pastor’s training may well include some role-playing to help a volunteer develop techniques for initiating and maintaining a conversation. It’s a skill to be able to greet someone, exchange a few words, and then draw out another comment or observation from which a more sustained conversation can grow. Where there is hostility or provocation, the ability to keep a conversation going long enough to uncover the questions or feelings behind the antagonism is something many street pastors develop. Similarly, it is sometimes important to discover the question behind the question. It may be that a person doesn’t quite know how to ask the question that they really want an answer to, so they dress it up as another question that they think is ask-able or will not raise a laugh among their mates. This may be particularly true of questions that arise from personal experience or anguish.

@Tain_Pastors

Due to be -4° tonight … better dig out our fleeces and woolly hats! #Tain #StreetPastors

Prayer pastors

All street pastors know the value of prayer underpinning all that they do, and are supported in prayer by others gathering together (or sometimes alone at home) to pray for them while they are out on the streets. These people are a vital part of a Street Pastors team and are known as prayer pastors; they have a less public role but are nonetheless integral to the work of street pastors. It is very important that when street pastors go out on duty they have a team of people praying for them, and everyone involved in the initiative believes that prayer and action are great partners. These prayer pastors will ‘send’ them out in prayer, pray for their safety during the evening and prayerfully respond to situations and needs on the streets that are relayed to them over the radio or telephone.

For many Street Pastors teams these praying people will take the form of a small group of dedicated prayer pastors who meet at the Street Pastors base, pray with the team as they prepare to go out and remain at base for the rest of the duty. There are other ways, however, in which street pastors are supported in prayer. There are many individuals who want to pray for the work of their local street pastors but prefer, or need, to pray at home. There may also be one-off local prayer events for Street Pastors or large-scale national initiatives to encourage Christians across the country to pray for their communities and their street pastors. The year 2012 was a Year of Prayer for our streets, during which many prayer ministries, not just Prayer Pastors, joined together to focus on praying for our nation.

Praying through the duration of a patrol, through the night and into the early hours of the morning, is no easy option. Street pastors will feed information on what is happening on the street back to the prayer team via radio or mobile phone, so that times of crisis, conflict or potential flashpoints are covered in prayer, and so that prayer pastors can respond quickly to the needs of members of the public, who sometimes ask for prayer.

@jessielongstaff

In a 4-minute walk I just saw 3 riot vans, 2 police cars, 6 police people, 4 street pastors, 2 gangs complete with dogs, a Rottweiler

Sam Douthwaite, co-ordinator of Newcastle Street Pastors, describes a street pastor’s role and the costs and the privileges of serving his community.

Street Pastors have made a significant difference to the night-time economy of Newcastle. Some of our volunteers travel a long distance to do their shift because they feel God’s calling to care for the region. The city needs people like this who are willing to respond.

Alcohol has a real grip on this area – we could have ten teams here and it wouldn’t be enough. In the period 2002–03 to 2009–10 the national figure for people with liver disease between 30–34 years of age rose by around 60 per cent. In our region overall it has risen by 403 per cent. If you look at our records for 2011, they show that we engaged with about 6,500 people, either in conversation or with practical help; we have assisted over 1,000 vulnerable adults, and defused eighty-six violent incidents. We have also directly prevented three people from committing suicide. Who knows what else we have prevented?

What I do know is that our volunteers approach their work with humility. They don’t feel that they have much to bring to their role. They don’t say, ‘I can do this, I can do that’, they just want to volunteer themselves. They volunteer in their weakness.

As a street pastor, and as co-ordinator for Newcastle Street Pastors, I start thinking about my Friday or Saturday night duty at the beginning of the week. I don’t worry about it but I think about it in advance because it affects my diary … I don’t want to put a lot in the diary for the weekend. After a night as a street pastor I feel as if I am jet-lagged! My normal routine is to go to bed at 10.30 p.m. and get up at 6.30 a.m., but if I’m going out with the team on a Friday night I will stay up late on the Thursday and sleep later on the Friday morning. That helps to prepare me for the late night on the Friday. I always spend more time in prayer as I get ready for a duty evening, partly to enable me to prepare a time of reflection for the other streets pastors before we go out.

During the day on Friday I might do some work from home, but not too much. I’ll eat in the early evening and have a sleep before I go out. When my alarm goes off I’ll have a shower to wake me up, then put the Street Pastors uniform on. I tend to wear ski pants or waterproof trousers as well as the rest of the gear. I always get to the base before the rest of the team and on my way there I usually stop to buy milk and biscuits. Some of the older ladies do a lot of baking and so we are well provided for. Once I have opened up the base and got all the kit together, I get the radios charged. Everyone else arrives at about 9.30 p.m.

We tend to spend about an hour with each other in fellowship, before starting the patrol at about 10.30 p.m. I lead us in a reflection and we pray together. It’s beautiful to see the different ways that people pray. We are all from different churches, and we encourage everyone to pray the way they want to pray.

I’ll be home again by about 5 a.m., though I don’t go straight to bed. I tend to stay up and do some Facebook and Twitter for the Street Pastors team. We’ve got 400 followers on Facebook. Some of them will be awake through the night or have stayed up especially, so there are a small group of followers who respond to my tweets during the night. If my team is dealing with someone and I’ve got time, I tweet, but I don’t give any details. Of course, we’re always in touch with the group of prayer pastors back at base. Apart from specific situations that we can be involved in, or obvious needs, we have learned to ‘feel’ the atmosphere changing, and this is something that I always try to report back to people who are praying for us. Our local police have a word for this atmosphere; they say it’s getting ‘prickly’. They mean that something is about to go off.

One of the most difficult situations I’ve been in as a street pastor was the time I had a knife pulled on me. It happened when a girl asked me to pray for her. As I did so, she pulled a knife out and held it up to my face. Adrenalin kicked in, I stepped away and shouted, ‘Get back’ to the other street pastors who were nearby. I think I said to the girl, ‘Don’t come any closer.’ After a few seconds one of her friends managed to pull her away. As I was getting my radio out to call the police I saw the girl hide the knife in a bush. British Transport police were in the vicinity, and they stopped the group of girls to take alcohol off them. Although we kept at a safe distance, we managed to get up to the officers and tell them that one of those girls had got a knife. Straight away the officers searched for the knife and found it in the bush. They wrapped the knife up, arrested the girl and put her in their van. We walked to the police station, along with one of the officers who was carrying the knife in a special bag.

On the way another fight kicked off, and the police officer gave me the bag with the knife in it to hold while he dealt with that situation. I didn’t go back on patrol because I had to be interviewed by police. By the time the statement was done it was the end of our shift.

The next time I went out it was important for me to walk past the place where the incident happened to get rid of any fear. My wife is quite a calm character, she trusts in the Lord. She was concerned for my safety but she never once suggested that I should stop. She’s totally on the same page as me. Her reaction was to pray for the person who pulled the knife. I later found out that the girl with the knife had, in the past, been visited by one of our street pastors and there was a reasonable relationship there. On the night of the incident the girl was just high, and all over the place. Her boyfriend had just been locked up and she was carrying the knife for protection.

I can’t pretend that something like this doesn’t have an effect on the team. Some street pastors left because of it. I hope you don’t think I’m full of bravado; I have to consider the safety of other people as well as my own. Yet I didn’t want to be defeated by my own fear. I feel God’s work and his call is more important than my personal safety. The only thing that would stop me going back out is fear and God says ‘Do not fear’ (Isaiah 41:10).

My life changed drastically when I got involved with Street Pastors. At the age of twenty-five I was a regional account manager in the north of England, Scotland and Northern Ireland for a FTSE-100 software company. I hadn’t done well at school but had worked my way up in the company to get this job, with a good salary, an Audi A4 and all the trappings that come with it. Around this time I became a Christian and that changed my perspective on everything. Up to this point my life had been driven by work, for the status and the money, which enabled me to buy a house and all the nice things I wanted.

About a year and a half after I became a Christian I went to a conference where I heard Tony Campolo speaking. Along with everyone else, I was passionately worshipping God. But to my surprise, Tony Campolo intervened in the worship and basically said, ‘You guys are putting your hands in the air, worshipping a God who is passionate about the poor. How can you do that while you ignore the poor?’ His aim was to encourage us to share our lives with the marginalised. It really impacted me and the people I was with.

With a group of friends I was part of a cell group, and out of that group, two or three of us had heard Tony Campolo speak at that conference. On a night out together, we were moving from one bar to another when a guy on the street stopped me and asked if I had any money. My immediate thought was, you’re either going to drink it, smoke it or inject it (though I didn’t say that out loud), so I hesitated. Tony Campolo’s words came back to me and I responded by saying that I would buy the guy something to eat. That was the end of the night out for me. I took him to a kebab shop, sat down and had some food with him for about an hour.

The man started to speak about his life; how his girlfriend had left him and his family had disowned him because of his addiction to heroin. It dawned on me that he could have been one of my friends. He could have been me. He wasn’t a bum … he had just fallen on hard times. I started weeping. He asked me why I was crying. I was hit by a strange sense of amazement that my life was any different to his. What was the reason that I was going home to a bed tonight while he was on the street? How had it happened that after all the drinking and partying I had done, I had somehow avoided the path that this man was now on? As the stranger watched me, all I could do in response was to pray. I prayed, God, whatever you want me to do to reach people like this man, I’ll do it.

Me and the lads in the cell group started to look around to see what was going on in our area – which projects we could be part of that matched the response we wanted to make. We found nothing that we really wanted to be involved in, so we took the initiative and filled up a flask, made some sandwiches, prayed, and set off for an evening on the streets of Newcastle. My expectation was that the Lord would give us the name of a person or a street. What actually happened was that, as I prayed, I saw a feather in my mind’s eye. I was a bit disappointed.

Undeterred, we went into the city centre on that Wednesday night and walked around for several hours without finding anyone at all that we could talk to or help. We were just about to go home when we noticed some movement behind a large waste bin around the back of the cathedral. A girl was crouching down in the small space behind the bin. We approached and reassured her we weren’t going to hurt her. She told us about her life and that several years earlier she had been kidnapped and held hostage. She had not been able to return to normal life after this trauma. Her marriage had broken down and she had ended up on the streets. I said, ‘Can we pray for you?’ She said that was OK, so we started praying. As we prayed she looked up in the sky and started making noises. I stopped and asked if she was all right. She said, ‘I can feel feathers falling on me.’

Feeling God’s presence like that blew me away. By the time we left her, I knew that God was already out there on the streets of my city. I just needed to get out there and join him.

From this encounter with God and with the girl behind the waste bin, I knew what I needed to do. A few weeks later I was in the audience at another Christian conference where I heard Mike Royal talking about the work of Street Pastors in Birmingham. Once more, I was keenly aware of my own background and my thoughts moved to how my old life had centred around alcohol and drugs. I knew that Street Pastors fitted so well with me. I felt I could make a difference in the pub and club context.

I came home from that event with the desire to get Street Pastors started in Newcastle. I discovered that the dean of the cathedral was already thinking about a range of schemes, and Street Pastors was one of them. I said to myself that if the Street Pastors initiative gets off the ground and there’s a job attached to it, wherever I am in my career, I am going to apply for it. When it was advertised, the job of coordinator for Newcastle Street Pastors was only three days a week, paying about £12,000. At that time I was earning between £30,000 and £40,000, plus the car. Seven people applied for the post. The interviewing panel were gracious to me. They said that I would be good at the job, but they were concerned about how I would cope with the reduction in my income. They were right to be concerned. It was not what I was used to.

Then, almost before I had had time to think this through, the global economic crisis hit home with startling results for me. I was told that my job in the software company was being given to someone coming back from maternity leave. My full-time post was going to become part-time, two days a week. I was offered a pro rata pay rise and the option of keeping the car. Basically I would be on a long-term secondment. With this arrangement in place, I accepted the Street Pastors job.

All this shows the way in which God answered my prayers about responding to people like the man I took to the kebab shop. God truly took me from one place and moved me, gradually, into another. But after six months of keeping both part-time jobs going, I was finding it difficult to balance the two. I felt God tell me to lay down the job at the software company. ‘Am I hearing this right?’ I asked. I was bewildered about my feelings and what I sensed God was saying to me. How many times had I acknowledged that God had set everything up so perfectly for me? These thoughts escalated while I was at a Christian conference in the United States and on the plane back home I took the decision to hand in my notice at the software company. As I walked into my house, the first thing I saw was a letter from the HR department offering me a voluntary redundancy package.

Of course my salary decreased again, but it was part of a step of faith for me. Newcastle Street Pastors was given £10,000 to pay my salary and run the whole project. It was all completely new ground for me. I think, typically, we often say to God, ‘Yes, I’m ready, I’m on the diving board. Now fill the pool and I’ll jump.’ God’s way is that we jump first, and he fills the pool later.



FAQ

What are the rights and wrongs of praying with a person who has had too much to drink?

I was always taught you can’t evangelise a person who is drunk, but it’s my experience that God’s spirit is more powerful than anything that comes out of a bottle. In my area we’ve seen amazing spiritual realignment in people – very different outcomes from those I expected. The Street Pastors statement of purpose tells us that our role is primarily one of social action not spiritual progress, but sometimes the balance between these two changes.

Adrian, Street Pastors team coordinator




Afterword

It was 3.30 a.m. and I was in a nightclub, a fat spliff smoking in my hand. I heard a voice beside me. ‘You don’t belong here,’ it said. The music was loud but I heard that voice quite clearly and knew it was God speaking to me. The surprise for me was not just that he spoke, but that he was there, in that club. In the weeks that followed I toyed with this oddity, this rearrangement of expectations. ‘What was God doing in that nightclub?’ I kept asking. The answer I arrived at was that he was looking for me. Simple as it was, my question and my answer grew in meaning over the years. They started to tell me something even more profound – that God is not limited like us. He is on the move, surprising us.

I hope this book has shown you something of the movement of God through Street Pastors. I say to God now, just as I did when the initiative was in its infancy, ‘Do something by your Spirit, God, because there are many obstacles in this path.’ I believe that God has raised me up, and brought others alongside, for the task of managing and stewarding the grass-roots, spontaneous growth that he has given through Street Pastors. Other street initiatives have come out of it, and we thank the Lord for them. Ten years ago, I would not have believed that Street Pastors would be what it is today. When we smell success, or start crunching impressive numbers, people tend to comment, ‘Your PR is great.’ I say, ‘This is not PR. This is God.’

The ‘story so far’ is important because it reminds me of the hurdles that the organisation has overcome and, at the same time, focuses me on the ways that God is continuing to move through Street Pastors, and the new shapes that are unfolding.

As an organisation that mobilises thousands of people who help others stay safe in the night-time economy, Ascension Trust is pleased to be opening discussions with the alcohol retail industry. Our common goal is that towns and cities should be welcoming places at night. Supermarket chain ASDA has begun to champion our work and is keen to establish links between each of their stores and the local Street Pastors team, making local teams the in-store charity and enabling shoppers to support the work of their street pastors. In Chico, California, street pastors went out on patrol for the first time this year. What will the movement look like in the USA in another year’s time? Street Pastors is currently being introduced into church life in Nigeria and we wait to see what kind of impact the initiative will have in Africa.

I believe there is more to come. Join with me in thanking our God of new beginnings for his moving, creating impulse (Isaiah 43:19), and the next time that you meet one, thank a street pastor for all that they do.
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