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For Louiz

Just before this book was finished, we went to Fuerteventura for a few days, right at the end of my sabbatical. It was wonderful, with perfect autumn sun, lovely beaches, and too much good food. As we drove to the hotel from the airport we went through the middle of the island. It looked like the surface of the moon - bleak and arid - and yet we saw green trees and life in the middle of it. You reminded me of this one evening after dinner, and how God’s view of fertility and health may not always be ours. Flowers can grow through concrete. Thank you for being with me on our journey together to barren places filled with abundant life.
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Endorsements

“This is a thought provoking, theologically rooted look at poverty in our communities. The familiar and easily recognised stories tell of the issues and injustices we see and need to respond to from our local churches’ ministry and mission.

Jonathan's use of metaphor to highlight the impact of peoples experience or the dreams of a different way are is spot on. At times I laughed at the familiar, and at others felt sadness at the status quo, finding myself agreeing with statements which suggest a better way, or a wrong being revealed.

Sometimes Jonathan opens up a conversation which is often left unsaid, giving room for reflection and deeper thought. I found this a refreshing approach, to expect people to personally weigh and critique what is said, rather than offering 'the' answers.

Jonathan's thoughts around training and equipping those ministering, and therefore their longevity in that ministry, are important. These need to be heard in broader circles if we are to see God's church flourishing, where the issues around poverty are at the forefront of too many people's lives.”

Revd Sara Barron (Ex- NECN National Director)

“I read Jonathan’s text as if taking in an audio-book … I heard the voice of the author speaking to me from every page. Partly autobiographical and wholly authentic, it is a wise, poignant and often humorous look at the reality of parish ministry – and estates ministry, in particular - through the eyes of an experienced practitioner. It will inform those new to this world, and it will strike a chord of deep empathy with those of us who have trod that path; I met with old friends in this book, characters I recognised from my own time in parish and on estates.

Take time to walk alongside Jonathan in this work, engage in his invitation to ‘biblical remembering’, and ponder what the wider Church might learn from the Gospel seen through the eyes of those living and ministering in our low-income communities.”

Rt Revd Lynne Cullens (Bishop of Barking)

“Sowing Seeds With Songs Of Joy” offers an accessible, insightful and wide-ranging exploration of Christian ministry in relation to poverty: Jonathan Macy takes the reader on a fast-paced journey through sociology, theology and real world examples from his research as well as his own experience. The style is personal and conversational, but the depth and complexity of issues of poverty are constantly kept in view. Poverty brings “resource-sapping complications which compound each other” whether in urban estates, coastal populations or hidden in a rural idyll.

The journey helpfully brings the reader to reliance on God and the people that God has given: A church leader in “forgotten places” is to be like a gardener who sows liberally, looks with curiosity to see which flowers and adapts his care around what grows. At the same time, addressing poverty is a “total church” calling, involving every member and the church in all localities. These challenges do not overwhelm in the book because of confidence in the Gospel as the source of material and relational restoration. Read this book to be challenged by the need and also to be encouraged by the Saviour.

Sally Gaze (Archdeacon For Rural Mission)

“I’ve not been to Thamesmead, but I’m glad Jonathan takes me there. Let him take you there. With Tim and others sown from an invitation from the Church of England Evangelical Council, this book will help the whole church do what Paul was asked to do in Galatians 2:10 “Remember the poor”.

If your remembrance has got a bit remote and in need of refreshing, here is the book you need; if your remembrance hasn’t really ever got going, here is the book to help you begin; if your remembrance has become a bit narrow and your memory (or knowledge) needs expanding, here is the book for you.

It is a wonderful book, full of scripture, wisdom and stories. God showing the depths, the height, the breadth and the length of his saving love in real places with real people.

I was reminded on page after page of The Lord’s grace and kindness to me as curate and vicar in inner city Birmingham, among so many ministering in urban and rural poverty in the diocese of Chester and now retired in East Manchester, the Lord’s seeds and the Lord’s joy.

Jonathan has chapters on outer estates and seaside towns and rural England and much more. He writes personally and he writes truthfully and he writes with a challenge I pray the whole church will embrace. There are many forgotten places in which God wants to grow his garden; this book will help you see how you can help with the sowing, and the singing.”

Rt Revd Keith Sinclair (Retired Bishop of Birkenhead)

I first met Jonathan in January of 2022 as we are both members of the CEEC and annually attend a residential. During our time together Jonathan presented a piece of work that he had been asked to undertake by the council on the topic of ‘Poverty, Class and Privilege’. The insight that Jonathan showed was, to my mind, really well thought out and balanced as he had deliberately consulted people involved in ministry in a variety of different contexts, from urban to rural and privileged, to acutely underprivileged. During this year as part of this process Jonathan has delved deeper into the causes and consequences of a severe misrepresentation of the people represented across those different contexts.

As a Rural practitioner myself and as the lead of the Rural stream across the New Wine networks I have seen and experienced this first hand, with the reduction of available transport in Rural areas and the closure of Rural village schools, shops and pubs, which directly impact the mental health and well-being of those in some of our remotest places across the country.

To my mind Jonathan has consulted, listened and discerned not just from a practical perspective but also bringing in the truth contained in Scripture. This is a truly inspired piece of work that doesn’t leave you hopeless as the reality of what we are facing is unpacked, as we are a community who follow Christ the source of our hope which seeks to save the lost and restore balance to all people across all spheres and contexts.

Revd Suzan Williams (New Wine Rural Lead)




Preface

“Hvis og hvis min røv var spids”

Many years ago, I wrote a book, “In The Shadow Of Their Wings”. 1 It was about angels. It did OK, all things being considered, and it had many favourable reviews including one calling it the work of “a scholar and a pastor, one of the world’s experts on angels” 2 Nice!

After writing it I was often asked, why don’t you write another? My answer was always, Because I don’t feel led to. That book came out of an explosion of passion, interest and creativity. True, I could sit for the next decade and churn stuff out for the sake of churning stuff out, but that felt hollow. How many books have you read where you think, “There’s one good idea in here which could make for two solid chapters, but it is way too thin for a full book?” Alternatively, how often have you simply thought, “Why write this at all!?!”

So, nothing much happened between 2010 and 2024. Well, things did happen. Life and ministry happened. People happened. Relationships happened. And it is not even that I did not write during those fourteen years. I probably have material for 3 distinct books sitting on my computer waiting to be whipped into shape. Over that course of time, I wrote and thought a lot, making mental notes of many things, but had no idea what to do with them. So, they got parked for a later date …

If I had time …

If I had inspiration …

If I had drive and desire …

If and if and only if …

It was only in 2022 when I was asked to do a briefing paper around Privilege, Class and Poverty that I suddenly re-found that passion, interest and creativity. With the inspiring help of Tim Buckley, dedicated vicar and an author himself, by the end of 2023 the paper was finished and with it the idea that this thirteen thousand word paper could become a 50,000 word book. We had skimmed the questions, but in skimming dredged up so much.

What you are now reading is a distillation of the flotsam and jetsam dragged up from the bottom of the river, in which I later found bits of gold, silver and valuable things. Straw decays at the bottom of lakes, precious metals maybe not.

I have many people to thank before the book begins. We all come from somewhere, as I said in my last book.

First the family. Louiz, my wonderful wife of over 30 years. She has a busy life of her own, doing amazing ministry for God (Journey UK), but we find time to chat, now and then! Ministry must be person-centred, not abstract and detached. A beautiful partner in life. I cannot also forget to mention the Viking wing of the family – Ann, Flemming, Peter, Sarah, Carla & Liva, Michelle, Kurt, Carlo & Wilfred, Claire & Peter, Arthur & Vera, such a joy to have the great In-Laws I have! I hope you enjoy the title of this chapter.

Closer to home, Joel, number one child (chronologically) – always fun to be with, and I loved rocking the Semprus shirt in General Synod when debating foodbanks! Then there is Emma (no. 2), who like Joel, I am pleased to say I can hang out with and have fun with, including seeing Status Quo, Iron Maiden and Coheed! Yeah!! Her football too, on Sundays after church, has been something of huge value to help Louiz and I wind down and be a bit normal. Joel and Emma are living proof that families can go to the rougher places and still thrive. Finally, thanks to family Eleanor, Katie & Tim, Phil, Nic, Emily & Sam, but especially to Mum. If it was a few years ago I would have asked you to proofread this, but sadly your eyesight is not what it was. Let’s hope this can be an audio book.

Thank you to Church of The Cross, the learning ground where I found out what works, what doesn’t work, and what just sits there undefinable and yet undeniable. I cannot name all of you. Everyone is and has been important, but there are certain obvious planks I have been able to stand on that have been either invaluable and / or memorable. First, the Church Council – Lara, Joy, Chi Chi, Francis, Gwen, Shepherd and Bilkisu and more from the past. Thank you for the courage and vision to have a go and trust God! Bolaji and the Choir – - Amy, Cecelia, Faith, Yemi and more. Paul who reads. Hope who, with Gwen, has done wonders with the Youth. So many have come and seen our incredible youth group lead their monthly service for us, and left amazed, with jaws scraping along the floor. Steve, who you will meet in the next chapter. Jonathan and our journey together, and more, many more. There is a huge and amazing mosaic, unnameable now, but you all will be in heaven.

Close on their heels is the wider Thamesmead Parish, both team and congregations. Patrick Eggleston (one of those hidden saints who do wonders beneath the radar rarely noticed – St Paul’s has been transformed by him. Hallelujah!) for being a great Rector and top bloke who gave me space to do what I needed to do. Jane Yeadon and then Ruth Turner at William Temple, and Sally & Andrew Willett at West Thamesmead have all been great colleagues through the years. Henry, Bisi and Karen (not forgetting her predecessor Nicholas) also need honourable mentions, as do all my colleagues across the Plumstead Deanery.

Going back in time, Phil Rogers and St John’s. Even though I left there in 2014 the memory of what I learned and who I met runs deep. Thank you for your welcome and love. It was Phil who first introduced me to the phrase: “If the Gospel works, it can here.” Amen!

Further back in time are Hugh, Helen and Christ Church Peckham. Louiz, the kids and I had five blessed years there, and it was where we caught the passion for working in areas of poverty, learned some of the basic skills by which it would done, and the broad character requirements needed in order to play the long game it often takes – rooted in the Scriptures, filled with the Spirit, and being prepared to not conform.

More locally and recently, Southwark friends and Southwark DEU. From the DEU, Aneal Appadoo, Sarah Alexander and the rest of the Committee, Nick Burt, Greg Prior, Ruth Inwood, David Ruddick and Phil Brookes. I have been Chair for a few years, important years for the evangelical constituency and the Church of England more generally. It is never easy being the union rep calling out leadership, and they have supported me wonderfully. Thank you.

Over the years, I have had regular lunches many friends from the Woolwich Area - the two Andrews (Latimer and Sach), Nick Walsh, Herbert Aparanga, Michael John, Chris Hanning, Sandy Christie, Tim Linkens, and Corinne Tournay. Always good to meet.

For special mention must come Eddie Scrase Field. Apart from being a fine upstanding gent and Norwich City fan (YEAH!), he has been a blessed sounding board and confidante for many years. Thank you!

Others within Southwark Diocese for honourable mention are Bishop Christopher, who I have known for longer than I have been ordained. He has always been very kind and generous to me, and in times of tension gracious. Similarly, Alastair Cutting, once Archdeacon now Bishop of Woolwich and so much more, he has been a constant source of wisdom and encouragement over very many years. Gary Jenkins, Dean of Estates, again has been a continual positive presence over the years, often with great insights. Jeremy Clark-King, always good to talk to, he mentored me while doing a leadership course. Finally, Nicola Thomas and then Natalie Walters and the JPIC Team – especially Chris, Joanna and Nelly. Thank you all at Southwark.

As for CEEC, too many to mention, but I guess the Working Group is core - John Dunnett, Carl Hughes, Helen Lamb, Sarah Tett, Lis and Andrew Goddard, Amanda Robbie, Robert Slipper, Julian Henderson, Keith Sinclair, Jo Foster, Stephen Hofmeyer, Charmaine Muir … this group (wider than those I have mentioned) started the ball rolling, and I am thankful that by God’s grace I picked it up and we are now here.

Susie Leafe and the Anglican Futures MIDA (Ministry In Deprived Areas) Group. Over lockdown and beyond, it was always good chat over “coffee”.

Others who have helped with chatting and reading stuff, would be Kirsten Birkett, Barney Barron, Dave Lower, Sally Gaze, Suzan Williams, Ruth Young, Joanne Allen, Tony Ford and Lis Goddard (and probably more whom I have forgotten).

Also, John Root – I do not know him, but I get his weekly emails and much in there has honed what I think. Thank you for your wisdom.

Tim Goode, self-described woolly liberal, with whom I have had many deep, challenging and fruitful conversations. I still think he is utterly wrong, as he does me (but I am actually right, really!), but we disagree with grace and he is a classic example of a friend where iron sharpens iron.

Andrew Nunn – we’ve been on a journey, haven’t we? I didn’t see our friendship coming but have been much blessed by it when it appeared. Thank you.

Cell Group – Kat, Dave & Steph, who I have met with a couple of times a year since our years as Southwark curates (even though I met Steph in Oxford on the MTh) to chat and share and journey together. It has been great, and I hope it continues for many years to come.

NECN has been a blessing to me over the years, a great source of support and wisdom. So, thank you to Bishop Lynne Cullens, Sara Barron, Dave Champness, Sarah and Helen, plus London Team (Chris Philips, Sam McNally Cross, Darren McIndoe, Roger Bristow, Nick Walsh, Elizabeth Fellows, and we may as well throw Martyn Casserly in here too, coz he’s been turning up to NECN meetings for some time! Ha!) and fellow Dead Head, Andy Delmage – I think we both have the hope that in the end Jimmy (and others) one day won’t have to row that hard …

Friends – Jamie & Rachel Lee, Sarah & Leon, Andy & Esther Exelby, and Dennis & Lisa (our Costa friends). You are part of the landscape that I live in, and I love that you are in it.

Finally, I am a magpie … I often sit in meetings and hear great quotes, pithy one liners and incisive insights, which I quickly write down in my note pad. Many months later I will read through them and steal them, but by that point I have forgotten where they came from or from whom they came. So too all from whom I have taken your amazing ideas but forgotten it was you, sorry!

I must also thank those who either read various initial drafts of this book, or who helped in other ways - Charmaine Muir, Kirsten Birkett, Ruth Young, David McCarthy (Porcupine Tree!), Nick Walsh (again), Jo Allen, Greg Smith and Tim Buckley.

Tim, in fact, needs a special mention since we built the foundations of this book together, and he has consistently encouraged me with the project. Bless you brother!

And thank you to those who gave kind endorsements, many already mentioned – Sara Barron, Bishop Lynne Cullens, Archdeacon Sally Gaze, Bishop Keith Sinclair, and Suzan Williams, Your generous words have been the icing on the cake of this literary journey.

Finally, thanks to those who generously gave grants to enable me to have a sabbatical where I could not only spend five weeks walking the Camino Del Norte, have a day at Trinity College (thank you Sean), and also spend some weeks at Ridley College (thank you Fiona Green, tutors and students) doing some informal teaching, attending lectures, speaking with some wonderful students, and whipping the disparate bits of material into some kind of final shape in their wonderful library.


• Ecclesiastical

• Clergy Support Trust

• St George’s Trust

• Sion College

• Southwark Diocese



Bless you one and all.



_______________

1 Macy J., In The Shadow Of Their Wings (Cascade Books, 2011)

2 McKnight S., The Hum Of Angels (Monarch Books, 2018) p37




INTRODUCTION

“Normal”

I looked through the windows of the doors to the church and up the path that led to them. Yes, my eyes did not deceive me. Steve was coming and coming on his bike. He said he would the week before, and true to form, what he said he did. But this was no ordinary bike. It was a child’s bike that he propelled by pushing with his legs as opposed to pedalling, and fair play to him he had managed to get a reasonable amount of speed out of it.

Steve, an elderly man with learning disabilities, usually sat at the back to the right as I saw it, surrounded by good people who would help him during the service. From there he would often call out to me at the front during the service, relaying how Dartford had won or lost the previous day, how things were going at his college, or how upset he was at certain things. Steve was part of the landscape, much loved, valued and appreciated. And naturally back right was where he headed to on his bike, ploughing through the chairs and upsetting the nicely bevelled curve I had created only an hour earlier.

As I stood there and watched this unfold, I confess I wondered how on earth I had got here. And not only that, but how with all my various experiences and educations, nothing could have prepared me for this. What teacher, textbook or theological educator had flagged up that this might happen in a church, any church, your church? None. Not one … no, not even one.

So, we put the chairs back where they should have been, placed the bike in the entrance hall, settled Steve down, and then carried on as usual.

Yet alongside this almost out of body experience was an equal sense of complete peace based in an absolute knowledge of grounded-ness, because this was normal. I knew what to do, how to react, and how later that day we would all laugh about it, move on and have forgotten it the next week. Because it was normal.

One guy from our area kept coming to see me and had the habit of asking whole series of disconnected theological questions in an attempt to catch me out:

”Why were the church in Acts communists?”

“They weren’t.”

“Yes, they were. They held all things in common and shared out their wealth. They were communists.”

“No. Communism is an atheist political system which advocates the forced redistribution of wealth. A communal group who under the conviction of God wanted to be generous is not communism.”

“Hmmm … is it significant that God written backwards is dog?”

“It is as significant as the fact that dog written backwards in Danish is “D’nuh” …”

“Oh. OK. So why in the Book of Jude is an apocryphal book cited? Does that make the Apocrypha Scripture?”

“Have you been trawling Google again? …Have you? … Anyway, preachers often use well known contemporary things, like books or films, as sermon illustrations. That makes neither the book nor film divinely inspired or infallible. It is just a helpful tool that helps to communicate larger truths.” 3

“Ah! So, doesn’t JD Rockefeller’s success prove that the prosperity Gospel is true? …”

”I know nothing of JD Rockerfeller, and the prosperity Gospel is wrong whoever it’s applied to.”

And so, it went on … and it was normal.

Yet, one thing that came up repeatedly was him asking why we weren’t doing services like they did in Westminster Abbey. This was a fairer question. Anyone entering the building would not think they were entering an Anglican church. Built in the 1970s, it looked like a school gym, which for nearly three decades had not had windows because the flat roof had leaked so badly a huge sloping tin one was shoved on top blocking out the only windows for the main worship space. We had stackable green chairs, many badly stained due to spillage from hiring out for parties – an income we could ill afford to lose.

The congregation was a marvellous mix of mainly but not solely African cultures, and the worship, prayer and sermons over the years had begun to reflect that. If you start with the people and gifts that God has given you, and then let the part of the Body of Christ He has given you shape what you do, then you get what you get. And I can guarantee that Westminster Abbey had never had a choir leader like Bolaji, a Gospel reader like Paul, or a bald middle aged Essex boy with a stammer as the vicar. No, we did not look like Westminster Abbey and that was normal.

We all come from somewhere. My background is reasonably simple to describe. Born in the late 60s, in commuter belt Essex, as the middle of three, my parents were not church goers but they had a strong social conscience and were politically active with various incarnations of the Liberal Party. Not working class, but a class who worked, liked working and did so.

I went to school as one of 1500 pushed through the English Comprehensive sausage machine. There were a few highlights … being the undefeated butterfly champion for 6 years was one of them, four “O” Levels wasn’t one, and a group of Christian guys who liked rock music was life changing. For many years they witnessed to me and when I was 20, in August 1988, I gave my life to Christ, and never looked back.

I joined Theydon Bois Christian Fellowship and happily grew there but knew soon after my conversion there was and would be more. In 1991 TBCF kindly supported me to spend 8 months in YWAM where I met a Danish girl called Louiz. In 1993 we were married, and I went to study as a self-supported student at Oak Hill College.

Through this time, I did care work of various kinds, starting as a cleaner in a care home for the elderly which morphed into doing solo night shifts there. I took a guy called Ian to the USA for a couple of months as his carer and ended up working for him on and off for the next decade. Post Oak Hill we moved to South East London, settled in pre-Jubilee Line Bermondsey, and I joined a care agency doing shifts in care settings mainly for people with learning difficulties, and often with other associated and compounding disabilities. This then led to a full-time job as a support worker and for over a decade I worked my way up through the ranks until in 2008 I was area manager over more than a dozen registered care homes in South East London.

Church-wise we were at City Hope Bermondsey for a few years with the wonderful Dave Nunn, and then Christ Church Peckham with the equally wonderful Hugh Balfour. Both churches were in deprived areas with diverse and complicated congregations, and this became our norm for doing church. “OIP!!!” would often be the cry on a Sunday as once again a story of some bizarre and fantastical happening from the previous week was related to us. OIP? “Only In Peckham” Yet how often were OIPs vehicles for God’s grace to be shown? Often. Very often. Normally, even.

Hugh is worth a bit of further comment. He was at Christ Church for 38 years and retired at 70 still as fit as a fiddle and preaching a storm. How he found and maintained his longevity was something I learned from (and to let you into the secret, it is by being close to and excited by God. Boredom is the killer!) Hugh’s closeness to God was shown in many ways. Bravery to change. Bravery to operate outside his box. Bravery to be him (an Eton boy) wherever he was, even a poor multi-cultural church. That Hugh was a success in Peckham is proof of God’s counter cultural gifting and grace. Another part of Hugh’s closeness to God was his willingness to journey with me toward ordination.

I came to Christ in August 1988 and by the autumn I knew I was called into church leadership. However, I had (and have) a stammer, and it was bad … and speaking is important when leading a church! When I met Louiz I could barely string a sentence together. But I knew. I went through Oak Hill and came out the end still sure of my calling, but no idea of how it could happen. The subsequent dozen years working in care led to a work of God in me, where I grew and changed. That slow work of sanctification and transformation. In 2002, my good friend Paul Lee encouraged me to finally push the door, and that pushing landed us in Hugh’s church. I was open with him from the start about what I felt and thought. Hugh had a choice – he could look at me and say: “Stammer! Church? Not a hope!” Or, he could say: “Stammer? OK … all things are possible with God. Is this one of them?”

Hugh saw it and the journey began. Thankfully, the Diocese also did and DDO Geoff Mason went on a journey with me. Finally, I was accepted for ordination training in May 2008. There is more to this, but it is worth highlighting that I was not “normal” in the sense of neither the ordination selection process nor the evangelical community, and yet by God’s grace, I navigated that map. Not being normal was no barrier.

Our two years in Oxford was a good time. Wycliffe Hall was a great place, and even if the MTh offered by the wider university was pretty pants, the people I met there and at St Aldates were a blessing to the whole family and are to this day. I knocked out the two-year course in one, and then spent the second year writing a book on angels and doing a lot of chaplaincy work at a local secure unit, both wonderfully practical times of encounter with God. However, I was struck by something. We had come from an urban estate context and church and wanted to return to ministry in a similar place. Over the two years in Oxford, I had no teaching whatsoever on estates ministry, one (optional) seminar in rural ministry (which most opted out of), and much of what I was taught assumed a large, resourced church would be our “normal” – even though people like Karl Vaters suggest that around 90% of churches are “small”, meaning between 25 and 200. 4 We were not taught how to do the church’s admin, but we were given a seminar on how to employ someone else to do it for us. We were taught little about how to do children’s ministry, but did spend time on how one line-managed the team you would, of course, have to do it for you.

It was no surprise then, that when I went to see Phil Rogers at St John’s Plumstead (who like Hugh ended up doing the best part of 40 years there – one of those hidden saints who minister beneath the radar) to discuss a possible curacy, he was rightly, at first, more than sceptical. It had become his experience to have Oxbridge trainees get off the train, walk up the hill through the incredibly deprived Glyndon Estate, and before getting to him deciding that it “Wasn’t for them.” It wasn’t the normal church or parish they had come to expect. Would I be another?

Part of the interview was for Louiz and I to spend an hour or so having a cuppa with Brian and Mickey in the local cafe, two local guys who never left Plumstead, had various noteworthy tattoos, wore t-shirts with “interesting” things on them (“Win or lose, I’m on the booze!!”), and who had good a nose for a wrong ’un. Small worlds, colourful pasts, streetwise. And yet these two were
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