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expressed in the Beatitudes now find their
way into the Act of Commitment we make
as a college community at the start of the
year: promising to live together with values
of humility, wholeness, service, holiness,
justice, worship, diversity, and courage. A
substantial proportion of the new Trinity
School of Leadership syllabus, which begins
this term in partnership with CPAS, is devoted
to helping students discover and embrace
a Christ-like, Kingdom-shaped approach
to leadership, exploring topics such as
‘Developing courage’, ‘Being vulnerable’, and
‘Discerning direction’ (for more, see page 4).

Do you believe in the power of the gospel to
change a life? Read more on page 10.
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From the principal

T

his time last year, after I had been
in the post as principal for one term,
we went public with our new strapline
and vision, to ‘Live like the Kingdom
is near’. I am pleased to say that it has
been well received. It sounds good.
It fits well on our new business cards.
It’s catchy enough to remember.

FEATURES

10

Church in a Crypt

14

The Problem with the God-Shaped Hole

18

The Challenge of the Suburban Church

When Jon Swales (Trinity 2011) began his curacy at
St George’s Church in Leeds, he prayed a prayer that
would change the course of his life and ministry.

But the danger with any slogan, any phrase
summing up a vision (useful though it may
be), is that it stays just that: a slogan, a handy
phrase, words on a page. Our challenge at
Trinity now is not simply to say that we ‘live
like the Kingdom is near’, but actually to do it.

Trinity College is a theological training college located in Bristol, England, dedicated to
equipping students to live like the Kingdom of God is near as they prepare to lead churches
and Christian ministries around the world. The college offers certificate, diploma, bachelor’s,
graduate, and postgraduate programmes to both residential and nonresidential students.

And that leads me to consider what we really
mean by it. What is it about Jesus and his
Kingdom that compels us, and how is that
relevant to us as a theological college? What
is the ‘Kingdom’, anyway? That is not an easy
one to answer. In fact, when the disciples
asked the same kind of thing of Jesus, his first
inclination was not to explain it in an easy-tofollow three-point sermon, but to tell them
some stories about mustard seeds and sheep
and coins. As Tom Wright puts it in How God
Became King: “The themes of Kingdom and
cross are not simply theological themes that
the disciples have to learn, abstract ideas on
their way to constituting a credal orthodoxy.
They are the pattern of their life, both as
they follow Jesus around Galilee despite not
understanding what he’s up to, and as they
then follow him, in the power of the spirit, to
the ends of the earth.”

Trinity College News is published twice annually by the college to inform, serve, and connect
Trinity’s alumni, students, and friends. To contact the editor, please email Melissa Stratis,
m.stratis@trinitycollegebristol.ac.uk, or call + 1 (44) 0117 968 0205. For more information about
Trinity, including recent news and blog posts, please visit www.trinitycollegebristol.ac.uk and
connect with us on Facebook and Twitter.

At Trinity, we have been encouraging
our students to see the Kingdom of
God as a pattern of life, and rhythms of
learning, study, prayer, silence, worship,
and hospitality are central to the way we
operate as a college. Kingdom values as

We’ve gotten into the habit of telling people about Christ
by first telling them about the hole within themselves. But is
this really the best way to share the gospel? From Tutor in
Christian Doctrine Dr Justin Stratis.

How can we go beyond the programmes, strategies, growth
targets, and competitiveness, and have the courage to seek
the Kingdom of God? An informal Q&A with Ian Stackhouse,
author and pastoral leader of Guildford Baptist Church.
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If it means anything at all, our desire to
‘live like the Kingdom is near’ must mean
living under the Kingship of Jesus. In this
issue of the newsletter you will be able to
read the different ways in which Justin Stratis,
Jon Swales, and Ian Stackhouse express
the centrality of Christ and his Kingdom
in life and ministry. Justin claims that ‘Put
simply, evangelism is about pointing people
to Jesus. Sharing the gospel begins with
him because Jesus is the gospel’. Former
student Jon describes the Lighthouse
ministry to the vulnerable and marginalised
in Leeds, ‘emphasising that Jesus knows
and accepts people by inviting himself into
their lives’. Ian issues a powerful challenge
to suburban churches to “go beyond what I
call Christianity Inc: programmes, strategies,
growth targets, competitiveness, and have
the courage to seek the kingdom of God”.
I am so encouraged that Jesus and his
Kingdom are at the heart of what we are
about as a college. As Jesus taught the
Pharisees, ‘The kingdom of God is not coming
with things that can be observed; nor will
they say, “Look, here it is!” or “There it is!” For,
in fact, the kingdom of God is among you.’
(Luke 17:20-21) My prayer is that our new
vision statement will increasingly leap off the
page and into our lives as a community and
as individuals—for the kingdom, the power,
and the glory are His, now and forever.

Rev Dr Emma Ineson

33

Trinity NEWS

New Partnership with
Aberdeen University
After many years working with Bristol University
as the accrediting partner for our degrees,
we began a new partnership last autumn with
Aberdeen University, who will now validate our
postgraduate research degrees.

New School of Leadership
In October, we began a new School of
Leadership. Run in partnership with CPAS,
an Anglican evangelical mission agency, the
programme will take our students through
topics in four areas: leading yourself, leading
others, leading change, and leading mission.

Chapel
Refurbishment

‘The University of Aberdeen has housed a
divinity faculty for more than five hundred years
and has contributed significantly to the study
of theology both in the UK and throughout the
world,’ says Director of Postgraduate Research
Dr Justin Stratis. ‘I am thrilled for Trinity College
to join such a wonderful tradition, and I look
forward to our students benefitting from this
exciting partnership.’

Principal Emma Ineson explains, ‘For some
years now our students have been asking for
more time for dedicated leadership training
and development, alongside their existing
study programmes. The School of Leadership
gives us the opportunity to delve deep
into important issues, such as the nature of
leadership today, the character of the leader,
developing teams, working well with others,
leading change, and leading in the ways of
the Holy Spirit. I am also so pleased that we
begin this exciting new project in partnership
with CPAS and others. The people leading
the sessions and providing input will be
skilled, experienced practitioners, specially
chosen for their expertise in the areas under
study. I believe this School of Leadership
really sets us apart as a college responding
to the challenge of the current mission
context and taking seriously our stated aim
to “shape leaders of Christ-like character
in community for a missional church”. It
is my hope that, over time, the School of
Leadership programme will be opened up to
a wider clientele than our students alone.’

Praise for Our Nursery

Last summer, our day nursery welcomed a
surprise visit from an Ofsted inspector, who
rated the nursery as consistently good. The
inspector noted that ‘there is a high focus
on outside learning, which parents value
wholeheartedly. In particular, staff promote
children’s curiosity about nature, encourage
risk taking, teach them safe practices and
develop children’s imaginations.’ She also
noted that ‘Teaching is consistently good.
Staff provide a good range of enriching
experiences to support children’s progress
toward their next steps. They interact positively
in children’s self-chosen play to promote their
communication and language skills well.’
Well done to all the nursery staff, and
particularly to Nursery Manager Helen O’Neill
and to Senior Nursery Nurse Jenna Jefferies.

Leadership Principal at CPAS Rev James
Lawrence adds, ‘Leadership is a vital aspect
of the ordained role, and we’re looking
forward to being a part of this innovative
approach, as we help shape missional
leaders for the future of the church. Our hope
is that we can form leaders who are rooted
in God, growing in Christ-like character, and
equipped with the necessary skills to lead at
a time of great change.’
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Over the summer months, we refurbished
the interior of our chapel building with
new lighting, audiovisual system with wall
monitors, seating, carpeting, and a new
colour scheme. We are especially delighted
with a piece of artwork commissioned
from Sheona Beaumont, Trinity’s artistin residence. The back-lit ceiling panel,
entitled ‘Canopy Compass Rose,’ provides a
cross-shaped glimpse of blue sky through a
canopy of trees. Property Manager Malcolm
Bourne explains, ‘The whole project was
conducted in an amazing spirit of prayer
and worship, which was great to witness.
A great element for me was that we were
able to provide work for part-time students,
work for ex-offenders and work and support
for someone recovering from addiction. It
felt like we were building “like the Kingdom
of God is near.”’ Thanks to Malcolm, to
Caretaker Dave Snell, and to everyone who
worked so hard over the summer to get it all
completed in time for the start of term, and
many thanks also to all the alumni, staff, and
students who contributed to the funds to
buy the new chairs.
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Adams’s humility and honesty. ‘I grew up
watching Jimmy Adams playing cricket,’ said
second-year ordinand Rob Smith. ‘To have
him come and speak with us about his career
and faith in Christ was a real honour and, for
me as a cricket fan, a real encouragement.
His humility was in itself very challenging. It
was a great evening of hearing how God has
and is working in Jimmy’s life professionally
and spiritually.’

Encouragement
Through Prayer
Last term, students, staff, and faculty added
their names into a bowl, from which each
in turn anonymously selected the name of
someone for whom to pray for the remainder
of the term, a practice which the student
exec plans to continue through the year. ‘We
want to encourage a deep current of prayer
to undergird our community,’ says Kingdom
Leading Student Representative Denis Adide.
The student exec will also pray this year for
each of those recent graduates from Trinity
who are now in their first year of curacies
around the country.

2015 Research Conference
On 22-24 June, we hosted our annual
research conference for postgraduate
researchers from both Trinity and the Bristol
Baptist College. The event brought to
campus about half of our fifty doctoral and
MPhil students from around the world to
present papers, enjoy fellowship, and receive
guidance and encouragement from faculty.
This year’s attendees were also given the
chance to spend time with world-renowned
systematic theologian and Professor of
Divinity from the University of St Andrews
John Webster.
Each day of the
conference began
with a time of
prayer, Scripture
reading, and
sung worship,
followed by the
presentation of
research papers
from students.
On the second
day, Prof Webster
presented a
Prof John Webster

(L-R) Jimmy Adams and Rob Smith

Cricketer Jimmy Adams
On 18 May, former West Indies cricketer
Jimmy Adams visited Trinity at the invitation
of friend and second-year ordinand Jo
Purle to talk about the impact Jesus Christ
has had on his life. While the majority of his
teammates weren’t Christians, Jimmy said,
‘They have a good look at you to make sure
you’re not saying one thing and then doing
another. But once they see that consistency
is there, they accept you. I am trying, with
God’s help, to be consistent with who I say
I am and what I do.’ Those listening to him
speak, including students and others from
area Bristol churches, had the opportunity
to ask him questions, which ranged from
the state of English and Jamaican cricket
today to what helps sustain his Christian
faith. Attendees said that they appreciated

Staff NEWS

plenary address titled ‘On the Inspiration
of Holy Scripture’, Director of Postgraduate
Research Dr Justin Stratis describes
the conference as ‘a key element in our
postgraduate research programme. Many
people forget that the “academy” in the
modern era was originally conceived as
a social organisation—a literal place for
scholars to spend time discussing their work
to sharpen each other for the common good.
Giving our research students the opportunity
to share their research with one another is
crucial for their development as scholars.’
Next year’s conference will be held 22-24
June 2016 with visiting scholar Professor
Walter Moberly of Durham University.

Emma Crick de Boom has joined us as our
new postgraduate
research
administrator.
Sam Hands, who
served so ably
as postgraduate
research
administrator for
five years, has left
Trinity to return
to her work as a
solicitor. We’ve
Emma Crick de Boom
also welcomed
Barbara Blair Galligan as our new
hospitality coordinator with particular
responsibility for the dining room.
Former hospitality
coordinator Angie
Ball will become
site manager
at a Christian
conference centre
in Hampshire.
Head caterer
Henry Bromberg
left Trinity at the
end of September
after more than
nine years in order
to have more
Barbara Blair Galligan time for family
commitments and
mission opportunities. Deputy head caterer
Christine Doyle will step into his role.

Kingdom Theology
Conference
Last June, we cohosted a Kingdom Theology
Conference in Cheltenham with Westminster
Theological Centre. The conference featured
Prof Jeremy Begbie from Duke Divinity
School in the US, who has a gift of describing
deep theological truths in fresh ways through
interacting with music and the arts. Trinity
tutors Jon Coutts and Justin Stratis also
helped to lead a plenary session at the
conference to discuss Prof Begbie’s insights.

Connect with us online!
For regular updates on Trinity, follow
us on Twitter or Facebook.
(L-R) Jeremy Begbie, Lucy Peppiatt,
Jon Coutts, Justin Stratis, Matthew Lynch;
Photo by Alex Collinshaw
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Faculty NEWS

Tutor in Church History and Research Fellow
at the University of Gloucestershire Dr Nigel
Scotland has recently published a small
booklet titled Jesus and Life’s Four Great
Questions. It is particularly intended for those
who are thinking about the Christian answer
to the key issues of life. You can obtain a copy
from Day One Publications, Ryelands Road,
Leominster HR6 ONZ, email: sales@dayone.
co.uk or phone 01568 613 740.

Tutor in Old Testament Dr John Bimson
led a six-day residential workshop in Wales
last June for participants who wanted to
understand more and do more to help in
the environmental crises facing our planet.
Outings included a visit to the internationally
renowned Centre for Alternative Technology
in Machynlleth and a visit to a landfill to see
what happens to waste which is not recycled.

Tutor in Christian Doctrine
Dr Justin Stratis has coedited
Theological Theology (T&T
Clark, 2015) in honour of
the scholarship of Prof
John Webster. The book’s
contributors include Robert
Jenson, Rowan Williams,
Stanley Hauerwas, Katherine
Sonderegger, and many others. In February,
he spent a week at Lee Abbey in Devon
lecturing on the life and thought of Dietrich
Bonhoeffer. In March, he presented a research
paper on Richard of St Victor’s De Trinitate
at the Universities of Durham and Aberdeen.

Tutor in Theology and Ethics Rev Dr Jon
Coutts’s article ‘On Jargon’ appeared in the
July 2015 issue of New Wine Magazine. Last
spring he presented a paper at the Society
for the Study of Theology (SST) conference
in Nottingham called ‘Who is our Church’s
Neighbour?: Barth, Žižek, and the Question of
Proximal or Strategic Love.’

Tutor in New Testament
Dr Gordon Wenham has
written Rethinking Genesis
1-11 (Cascade Books, 2015).
This book shows how
revolutionary this text is,
when understood in the
context of the ancient Orient,
and helps the reader to gain
a deeper understanding of its message. It also
helps modern believers construct a worldview
that integrates both modern science and
Christian theology.

Last June, Principal Rev Dr Emma Ineson led
a workshop at Women’s Voices, a conference
on women and preaching at the University
of Chester. In April, she spoke at the National
Association of Diocesan Advisers for
Women’s Ministry conference in Swanswick.
In July, she led an ordination retreat for the
future priests and deacons of the Southwell
and Nottingham Diocese. She also recently
wrote a series of reflections on 1 Timothy for
the Reflections for Daily Prayer series (Church
House Publishing, 2015).

Tutor in Missiology and Vice
Principal Rev Dr Howard
Worsley coedited Being
Christian in Education: Faith
Perspectives on Practice
and Policy (Canterbury Press
Norwich, 2015). This book is a
compilation of articles from
our doctoral students about
educational contexts.

In June, Tutor in New Testament Dr John
Nolland spoke at the annual meeting of
the Evangelical Fellowship of the Church
in Wales on ‘Bringing the Bible to the
Church’. He wrote ‘Does the Cultic םׁשא
Make Reparation to God?’ for Ephemerides
Theologicae Lovanienses.
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Saying Goodbye
At valedictory in June, the Trinity community
said goodbye to associate faculty member
Rev David Runcorn, Pastoral Tutor and
Chaplain Rev Dr Brett Cane, and Tutor in Old
Testament Dr John Bimson.

John Bimson Retires
John retires from Trinity after thirty-four
years dedicated to teaching students the Old
Testament.
Students, former students, and colleagues
wrote to share memories of the ways in which
John has affected their lives and Christian faith.
Many mention the impact of his lectures on Job
and his commitment to creation care. Others
recount the oft-told story of John suddenly
abseiling out his second-floor study window in
the middle of a seminar on Red Nose Day.

New Tutor in New Testament
Last September, we welcomed a new tutor in
New Testament, Dr Jamie Davies.

‘John Bimson was and is a wonderful scholar,
author, lecturer, and above all pastoral group
leader,’ wrote Rev Simon Newham, now a
rector in West Sussex. ‘We had such fun—
whether that was laser-questing, croquetplaying, mission-weekending or sharing our
joys and struggles as Trinity gradually shaped
us into proto-ministers of the gospel—a
ministry John so wonderfully modelled in his
own life and dealings with others.’ Rev Wendy
Bray, who is now a curate in Plymouth, wrote,
‘Your encouragement, support and utter belief
in me has never wavered. When I doubted that
I’d make it to ordination because of serious
illness, you would barely let me entertain the
idea. You were a marvellous (often hilarious)
personal tutor and have become a great friend.’

Jamie completed his PhD at the University
of St Andrews with a thesis on the question
of the nature of apocalyptic thought in Paul’s
letters, in dialogue with contemporary Pauline
studies. As research assistant to Professor NT
Wright, he has helped with the production
of several books, especially Paul and the
Faithfulness of God. ‘Dr Jamie Davies brings
to Trinity a strong combination of scholarship,
teaching skills and pastoral experience,’ says
Prof Wright. ‘After working as a missionary, and
in church pastoral roles, he has completed
(and will shortly publish) his doctorate on the
“apocalyptic” context of the New Testament
and Paul in particular, and students have
greatly appreciated his work both as teacher
and pastor.’ Jamie and his wife, Becky, have
two young children, Pippa and Sam.

‘John Bimson is a world-renowned scholar
who has inspired generations of students to
love the Old Testament,’ says Principal Emma
Ineson. ‘His course on the book of Job and
its honest addressing of questions of the
nature of God, humanity, and suffering will
have shaped the ministries of many for good.
John has also been a much valued and loved
pastoral tutor and colleague. We will miss
his sharp sense of humour, his care, and his
insight. We are enormously grateful for all he
has given. His legacy will last a very long time.’
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Church in a Crypt
If you found yourself surrounded by people living on the edge of
life and death, what would you tell them? What would you do?
Do you believe in the power of the gospel to change a life?

W

hen Jon Swales (MLitt, ADMT
2007-2011) began his curacy
in 2011 at St George’s Church in
Leeds, he prayed a prayer that would
change the course of his life and
ministry.
‘Lord, would you bring along my path people
who have been broken by life, and help me
to love them with the love of Jesus?’
Almost immediately after praying that prayer,
he began to cross paths with men and women
with horrific life stories. A woman who had
been chained to a radiator and repeatedly
raped. A man with dwarfism who had been
wrapped up and thrown to dogs for sport.

in Leeds—the same city in which Jon had
been a secondary school teacher in the years
just before he’d come to Trinity.
St George’s is a city centre church of six
hundred students and professionals with
a long history of ministry to those living at
the margins of life in Leeds. In the 1930s the
church cleared out its crypt and renovated
the space to provide food for those without

work during the Depression. As local needs
changed, the ministry shifted and became
a separate charity—St George’s Crypt. The
Crypt provided support, rehabilitation, and
shelter during and after the Second World
War. Today it focuses on those combating
addiction and poor mental health, providing
emergency accommodations and help in
accessing professional care.

who is homeless or struggling with addiction
or mental health issues to step foot into
a large middle-class church on a Sunday
morning. Jon still remembers once when
he’d brought a homeless man to church: ‘He
stuck out like a sore thumb—and I wondered
how we could build communities which
truly welcome and communicate the gospel
effectively in this cross-cultural situation.’

Jon, brimming with the desire to reach out
to those on the margins, had found himself
in a church with one of the larger homeless
ministries in England.

Life Through Lighthouse
Jon, Rev Roger Quick (chaplain of the Crypt),
and intern Hannah Robb began to pray for
God to provide a gathering space to meet.
It became clear that the Crypt, already a
familiar place for many in the group, might
offer the best location.

However, Jon explains, ‘It’s fairly easy in
one sense to gather people on the chaotic
margins and share the gospel. However the
real issue is offering long-term, Jesus-shaped
pastoral care and discipling those who come
to faith and get baptised.’

Now, since it began in January 2014, around
seventy people attend ‘Lighthouse’ in the
Crypt every Sunday, sharing a service
together alongside a hot community meal.

It’s also not the easiest thing for someone

Jon Swales, right, with
a Lighthouse member

Jon soon added to his prayer: ‘When I love
people with the love of Jesus, would you back
me up with your power?’ He went into inner
city parks, rough pubs, and drinking dens,
wearing his collar and telling heroin addicts,
homeless people, those living forgotten on
the margins of society about the love of Jesus.
He showed them that love in practical ways,
and he saw Christ changing people. ‘This
wasn’t in my job description,’ he laughs. ‘But
it became part of my job description—seeing
people come to Christ. I’m hardly ever in my
office. My office looks like a storeroom—full of
sleeping bags and food.’
Jon had come to his curacy at St George’s
seemingly by accident—in the flurry of
completing his programme he’d missed the
deadline to sign up for a curacy. But there
was a church still needing a curate, up north
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I formed habits of prayer at Trinity, of being
ecumenical, of drawing from other traditions
that allowed me to have liturgical confidence
at Lighthouse. And I made friends for life
whom I still see, and who support what I do.’

As they sit in groups of three or four around
small square tables under the Crypt’s arched
red brick ceiling, Jon speaks: ‘We all know
that there are many dark storms in life, but
at Lighthouse we believe that there is a light
in the world—Jesus. This Jesus can provide
hope, joy, and peace when we feel like hope
is lost.’ The group sings songs that remind
them that Jesus is a friend in all situations;
they tell one another what they are thankful
for, often sharing a simple, ‘I’m thankful that
I am alive.’ Jon and others teach from the
Bible, often using the gospels and Psalms
of Lament to show the love of Jesus in a
world of pain: ‘You have worth because Jesus
says that your life has worth.’ In the last year,
twenty men and women from the margins
have been baptised, and many gather midweek for Bible study and the Eucharist.

stretched toward him in prayer and thought—
the last time people did this with him they
were doing a “Heil Hitler.” 1

Persevering Through Difficulty
But in the midst of sharing some of the
dramatic ways in which he has seen God at
work in people’s lives, Jon also confesses,
‘It’s a hard slog as well. We have had two
suicides in recent months from within our
community and every week we seek to
respond in love to those feeling abused,
betrayed, and recovering from trauma.’
It can be tough on Jon, who is married
with four children. ‘It’s different from parish
ministry. We can’t live near the ministry. I can’t
have my kids there. They have to have a bit of
distance from it, for safety reasons.’ However,
he argues against what is often a ‘very
reasonable’ view of love in the church today.
‘You love but you don’t love until it hurts.
You give, but not more than you can handle
financially. You love, but you maintain certain
safe boundaries. But in the Good Samaritan
we see a radical love that goes the extra mile.’

One member, Tony, had once headed up
National Front demonstrations in Bradford
and Leeds, but as he became more and
more overwhelmed by the loss and pain
in his life he walked into a church, praying,
‘God, help me.’ He picked up a Bible, and,
he explains, ‘had a light bulb moment. I’ve
been given hope, joy, and peace, and after
joining a couple of Alpha courses I’ve gone
on learning from there.’ Jon says, ‘Lighthouse
was supporting him, discipling him, praying
for him. Once, when we stretched out our
hands toward him and prayed for him, I
looked at those fifty people with their hands
1

Yorkshire Evening Post, 31 December 2014.

Jon says that he is thankful that, before
entering into the stress of ministry, ‘I had
serious time to study the Bible in depth at
Trinity—this provides the theological fuel
for what I do. Being involved in the College
Green context ministry, serving those
gathering outside the Cathedral in Bristol
helped to develop my giftings.
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This year Jon was due to complete his
curacy and leave St George’s, but instead the
diocese, Crypt, and church have provided
funds for him to continue this work: in July
2015, he became licensed as Mission Priest
to Lighthouse (Diocese of West Yorkshire and
the Dales). With help from an enthusiastic
and dedicated team, including friends from
Leeds City Mission and local churches, and
intern Millie Holmes (who will continue on
as Lighthouse Pioneer Pastor in Training),
Jon is working to plant more Lighthouses.
The next one, in St Augustine’s Church in
Leeds, will be a gardening project combined
with a Bible study. He hopes soon to plant
a third in a prison and dreams of planting
ten Lighthouses in the next ten years. Jon is
looking for local churches who don’t mind
having their space used to welcome those
living life on the chaotic margins of society.

Pray for the Lighthouse

•
•
•

‘The church is often like a cruise ship—we
keep people entertained, keep them on
board. But it needs to be more like a rescue
ship in a war zone, which uses its time
and resources to rescue those broken by
life,’ says Jon. ‘There are people who are
lost. They need salvation. We’ve lost our
confidence in what the gospel can do. Let’s
go all out for the gospel, for those on the
margins. The western evangelical church
needs to rethink and regroup and become a
church giving significant energy toward the
broken and marginalised wherever they may
be found. As the Father sent Jesus, Jesus has
sent us. Yet this same Jesus empowers us
with the Holy Spirit and equips us to live a life
of radical love.”

•
•

If you’d like to find out more about Jon’s ministry,
email jon.swales@stgeorgesleeds.org.uk
or visit www.facebook.com/lighthousestgs
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Pray for sustainability (to know
Christ’s peace alongside pressure).
Pray for growth in numbers and
spiritual depth amongst our
Lighthouse friends.
Pray for those who are suicidal and
are doing discipleship with serious
mental health issues (they have had
two suicides in the last month, and
two other serious attempts in the
last week).
Pray for God’s empowering
presence and lives radically
transformed.
Pray for funding to increase their
full-time pastoral staff.

In the seventeenth century classic Pensées,
Blaise Pascal wrote of an ‘infinite abyss’ in
each person that can only be filled by ‘an
infinite, immutable object, that is to say, God
himself.’ Whatever the reasoning that led
Pascal to say this, it’s a powerful image—
and one that’s found its way into how many

Problem #1:
Looking first to our own hearts
Regarding the first point, whether or not
we have a ‘God-shaped hole in our hearts’
(and, in some sense, I think we do), it seems
unlikely that we’d be able to realise it. When

The Problem with the ‘God-Shaped Hole’
by Dr Justin Stratis

We’ve gotten into the habit
of telling people about Christ
by first telling them about the
hole within themselves.
But is this really the best way
to share the gospel?

Christians conceive of evangelism. Indeed,
we think, if we could just get people to look
inside themselves honestly, they might just
realise that all their frustrations in life stem
from the fact that they’ve been trying to fill
their own ‘God-shaped hole’ with the wrong
objects—perhaps with money, sex, or power.
Sharing the gospel therefore becomes a
two-step process. Step one: explain people’s
dissatisfaction in theistic terms. Step two:
offer Jesus as the only thing that can satisfy
their perceived deficit. In more popular terms,
we might put it like this: You are unhappy
and unfulfilled—and without God, you always
will be. Allow me to introduce you to the God
who alone can make you happy and whole.

the Bible talks about created things’ ability to
point us to God, it usually does so to shame
us. For instance, Romans 1, which speaks
of creation displaying God’s ‘eternal power
and divine nature’ (v.20), aims ultimately to
chastise human beings for rejecting this
testimony and turning to idolatry. The idea
is that while all creation obediently fulfils its
Creator’s intent—to ‘tell the glory of God’ (Ps
19:1)—humanity stubbornly refuses. In other
words, we are the lone rebels in all of God’s
creation. Consequently, Paul says, God ‘gave
[us] up to a debased mind and to things that
should not be done’ (Rom 1:28). Creation goes
on voicelessly praising God (Ps 19:3-4), but we
do not. We have been ‘handed over’ to our
self-chosen blindness.

I‘ve certainly shared the gospel like this, and I
suspect there’s a good chance you have, too.

John Calvin famously explored this in the
opening pages of his Institutes. He writes:
‘Nearly all the wisdom we possess ... consists
of two parts: the knowledge of God and
ourselves’ (I.i.1). The more we truly know
ourselves, Calvin argues, the more we will be
drawn to God, because it is in God that we ‘live
and move and have our being’ (Acts 17:28). The
problem, however, is that we have a skewed
understanding of ourselves—after the Fall,

Nevertheless, there are some theological
missteps embedded in this approach. First,
it assumes people’s capacity to know the
state of their own hearts. And second, it
presents God as the solution to a predetermined problem.
Allow me to explain.
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we see ourselves not as creatures owing their
existence to the Creator, but as self-justifying
ends in ourselves: ‘As long as we do not look
beyond the earth, being quite content with
our own righteousness, wisdom, and virtue,
we flatter ourselves most sweetly, and fancy
ourselves to be all but demigods’ (I.i.2). So,
being sinful means very specifically not seeing
a ‘God-shaped hole’ in our existence, but just
the opposite; it means assuming that we are
already whole in ourselves.

Like a travelling hoover
salesman, we have to
convince people that
there is a problem with
their current machine
before we can sell them
our product.

To heal our sinful disposition, therefore, we
ought especially not to look to ourselves, but
first to God. Only in knowing God as our Father
and Christ as our Saviour can we begin to see
who we truly are. As Calvin puts it:
For until men recognize that they owe
everything to God, that they are nourished
by his fatherly care, that he is the Author
of their every good, that they should seek
nothing beyond him—they will never
yield him willing service. Nay, unless they
establish their complete happiness in him,
they will never give themselves truly and
sincerely to him. (I.ii.1)
If Calvin is right—and I think he is—it means that
‘step one’ of evangelism should not be to invite
people to look into their own hearts in search
of some kind of pointer to God; our first order
of business should always be to encourage
people to look to God, that is, to believe the
gospel. Indeed, the gateway to salvation is
not a truer understanding of ourselves, but a
turning to God in Christ (John 10:9).

In his well-known Letters and Papers from
Prison, Dietrich Bonhoeffer identifies the
problem well. For centuries, he says, God
functioned as the answer to all sorts of
human questions about the world—God, so to
speak, filled in the ‘gaps’ in our understanding.
As natural science progressed, however,
we discovered that God was actually not
necessary to explain many aspects of the
world. So how did Christianity respond?
According to Bonhoeffer, we actually
continued to think of God as a ‘God of the
gaps,’ only with a slight alteration. Instead
of calling on God to fill in the gaps in our
understanding of nature, we began to use God
to explain ourselves. But this is a dangerous
game, he suggests, because not only does it
potentially set up Christianity to be once again
crowded out by scientific progress (e.g., by
advances in clinical psychology), but it also
ends up misconstruing the relation of God to
the world altogether. As Bonhoeffer puts it:
‘God is the center of life and doesn’t just “turn
up” when we have unsolved problems to be
solved’ (DBW 8, p.406). In other words, Christ
should not be positioned on the edges of our
understanding, but should take his proper
place as the organising principle for the whole
of life.
Here we see another consequence
for evangelism. The ‘God-shaped hole’
approach relies on our ability first to convince
people that they have a problem that they
themselves may not yet have noticed. So,
like a travelling hoover salesman, we have to
convince people that there is a problem with
their current machine before we can sell them
our allegedly superior product. But what if
people are happy with their current hoover?
What if they cannot perceive the problem that
our product purports to solve? In this case,
we’ll have no choice but to continue trying
to convince them that, despite their own
assessment, their current machine is subpar.
But this is not sharing good news—indeed it’s
just the opposite—it makes the good news
subordinate to the bad news! It means that

Problem #2:
Making Christ our problemsolver rather than our centre
But there is another problem with
presenting the gospel as an ‘existential
cure’—as the solution to a perceived ‘hole’
in one’s heart—and that is: it presumes to
understand the problem that the gospel
addresses outside of a consideration of the
gospel itself.

16

17

evangelism has to start with tearing people
down before it can build people up.

Another option
But there is a better way.
In truth, I do think that we all have a Godshaped hole in our hearts, and so we will
never be satisfied until we find our rest in God
(Augustine). But we learn this only after we
place our trust in God and come to see the
whole world as God’s reconciled creation. In
evangelism, therefore, we ought not to goad
people to admit their dissatisfaction with
life. Indeed, even if they are dissatisfied, this
shouldn’t be viewed as a chance for us to
swoop in with the gospel as a kind of solution
to a pre-determined problem. Our charge is to
give people the good news, full stop.
Sharing the gospel, then, is not a two-step
process; it is a one-step process. Put simply,
evangelism is about pointing people to Jesus.
Sharing the gospel begins with him because
Jesus is the gospel—the good news not
just about salvation, but about everything,
including our very selves.
So let’s ditch the salesman approach. Let’s
introduce people to Christ first—for in meeting
Christ, they’ll discover not only the answers,
but the questions they should have been
asking all along.

What topics or questions would you
like our tutors to address? Email
m.stratis@trinitycollegebristol.ac.uk.

Dr Justin Stratis
is tutor in Christian
doctrine and director of
postgraduate research
at Trinity College.

The Challenge of the
Suburban Church

How can we go beyond the programmes, strategies,
growth targets, and competitiveness, and have the
courage to seek the Kingdom of God? An interview with
author and pastor Ian Stackhouse.
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Q.1:

What are the primary challenges
facing suburban churches
today? How did you come to
recognise those challenges?

think you have got somewhere with someone,
or just when you think that a real community
is beginning to form, things change, and you
feel as if you are starting all over again. Things
are not as extreme as this, of course. There
are plenty of things to give thanks for, even
in the most difficult congregation! But that is
often how it can feel.

If I was to tackle the question
head-on I would say that the
challenges cluster around a
number of related things, first
among them being how not to succumb to
the consumer model of church but instead
to build stable communities. This is not easy
in a town like Guildford. Last count I think
there were more than sixty churches, which
encourages a high degree of movement of
Christians between churches, not to mention
the general mobility of people living in this
part of the world. So it is not always clear
how long you will have people with you;
and then even when you do have people
with you, it is not clear how often they will
be around, such is the power of the modern
weekend. Not that it should all be about
Sunday worship, but if, as I think is the case
these days, a third of your congregation is
going to be away any one weekend, not to
mention all the other times when people are
on the move, how on earth can you really
cultivate thriving communities? This has
always been a problem in suburbia. People
don’t need community in the suburbs in
quite the same way as traditional workingclass communities, for instance. Personal
choice and freedom of mobility are far more
important for suburbanites than community—
and even the community we have is often
based on a contractual relationship. In other
words, it lasts only so long as it fulfils a
mutually agreed purpose.

A:

I think another challenge is how to offer
worship that is not simply a mirror of the
hurriedness around us, but something that is
meaningful, reflective, and more than simply
entertainment. There have been times when
I have been acutely aware that our worship
seems more about us getting something out
of it, hence the desire to make something
happen, rather than the celebration of the
gospel that all Christian worship should be.
There is a theological basis to this, of course.
I think it was Bonhoeffer who accused
Protestants of being practically Unitarian when
it came to worship, seeing worship as our
attempt to reach God, rather than the offering
of thanksgiving and praise that naturally arises
when we understand worship in trinitarian
terms. But that explanation is for another time.
The point I am trying to make is that there is
something beyond the kind of performancebased worship that we seem to be stuck
with at the moment: something whereby
God becomes the ultimate performer and
we become the recipients, through word and
sacrament, of the gospel of grace.
And then I think a third challenge is how to
allow diversity in what are ostensibly white
middle-class communities. One of the things
that is happening in a town like Guildford—
yes, even Guildford—is that there is a far
greater cultural mix going on these days. So
how do we reflect this in our churches? If we
are going to insist on building communities
along what the church growth people call the
homogeneous principle, which sadly is what
so often happens (white churches, black
churches, student churches, youth churches)
then this is not an issue, obviously. We just
carry on sharing our lives with people like

I think pastors are best placed to recognise
this particular pathology because unlike most
people, they are tied to the community and,
apart from holidays, are pretty much around
all the time. It is both a strength of pastoral
ministry and also the price, because whilst
it costs people very little to move around, it
affects pastors a great deal. Just when you
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How do we go beyond ‘fast food’ spirituality,
and encourage our churches to do
‘long obedience in the same direction’
us. If, however, we start to embrace the idea
that a hallmark of the Holy Spirit at work in a
church is heterogeneity, or cultural diversity,
then maybe we will see the forming of multigenerational, multi-ethnic communities as
a main priority—as something central rather
than incidental to the gospel. It is hard to do,
I admit. It is far easier to live with the status
quo. But failure to attempt it is a failure of
courage, as far as I am concerned.

there is no substitute for longevity. Yes, you
can stay too long in a place, but long-term
pastorates ought to be the norm, not the
exception. And I truly believe that when a
pastor/vicar makes that commitment then
others see the possibility too. I appreciate
that puts a lot of onus on the leader, but
if I concede anything to church growth
strategists (and there is not much I am
prepared to concede), I do think they are right
in saying that something happens when the
leader/s of a community take a kind of vow
to stay put. When I make a vow of stability,
and refuse to stop fantasising about other
places, other churches, other people, then
maybe the church itself stops fantasising too,
and gets on with the long, slow process of
learning to be a Christian community.

I think I could summarise pretty much
everything by saying that the challenge
in the suburbs is to go beyond what I call
Christianity Inc: programmes, strategies,
growth targets, competitiveness, and have
the courage to seek the kingdom of God.
And by that I don’t mean something antiinstitutional. The church is an institution and
that is fine. It is also a mess at any one time,
and that is fine too (unless you have such
an ideal of the church that you can’t live
with mess); but nevertheless, how do we
go beyond the obsessions of an institution,
beyond transfer growth for instance, beyond
a preoccupation with numbers, beyond
consumerism, beyond ‘fast food’ spirituality,
and encourage our churches to do ‘long
obedience in the same direction’.

Q.2:

How can a vicar, or other church
leader, help to bring change?

A:

I think a vicar can bring change by

I think another way we can make a difference
is by insisting on the personal nature of the
gospel. We live in a culture of statistics, of
numbers. And if we are not careful we can get
like that in church. And so pastors are there
to pay attention to the individuals of their
community, in all the utter uniqueness of his
or her story. I have been preaching a series
recently on the theme of the Good Shepherd
as it appears throughout scripture, and one
thing that becomes very clear is that whilst
we tend to obsess about the ninety-nine, God
is fascinated with the one—and not a very
impressive one at that. But maybe that is the
point: instead of lamenting all the wonderful,
successful people who don’t seem to want
what we are offering, we should celebrate
the ones who do, the ones entrusted to us,
however unimpressive they are. There are a
lot of people like this in the suburbs.

doing a number of things. First, by
staying put. The American pastor/
writer Calvin Miller wrote

There is also the way in which the vicar lives
his/her life. In short, if we want our churches

recently in Letters to a Young Pastor that
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Alumni NEWS
1950s

Norman Thorp (Tyndale 1965) will be
celebrating fifty years of ordained ministry at
the end of September. He served full time
in the Portsmouth, Chelmsford, and Oxford
dioceses over a period of thirty years, and the
last five years included service as Rural Dean
of Buckingham. The last twenty years he
has been in retirement in Bletchley, assisting
at the parish church and helping in the
surrounding villages on a casual basis. In 1992,
he became a Pilgrimage Tour Leader with
Inter-Church Travel/Saga and led tours to
Israel and Palestine, Jordan, and Turkey over
a period of twelve years. He has enjoyed the
privilege of watching his daughters, Mary and
Ann, grow up, marry, and have their children.
On 9 August this past year, he watched his
darling wife Bettine pass peacefully away into
the hands of her Lord; the couple missed their
diamond anniversary by just one year.

Ralph Werrell (Tyndale
1956) has written The Blood
of Christ in the Theology of
Tyndale (James Clarke, 2006)
to study the role of Christ’s
blood sacrifice in Tyndale’s
thought, emphasizing the
distinctiveness and originality
of the great English Reformer.
To purchase a copy, visit the James Clarke
website (www.jamesclarke.co).

1960s
Roy Taylor (Clifton 1963) writes, ‘Although
long retired, I am still active. I preach in
churches on the Ards Peninsula three
Sundays a month and at the Belfast Chinese
Church the other Sunday. I belong to a group
that interviews potential Irish missionaries
for OMF. I also do a lot of writing: one of my
books is about my life at this college in the
1960s! My website is roytaylorbooks.com, and
my book will be on Kindle in November.’

Bill Halling (Tyndale 1968)
died in Halifax on 25 March
2015, aged 71. He served
in parishes in Beckenham,
Aylesbury, Barrow-inFurness and Huddersfield,
and advised the Bishop of
Wakefield on environmental
issues after his retirement in 2004. Bill leaves
his wife Rosemary (whom he met for the first
time while he was studying at Tyndale, and
Rosemary had just come to the end of training
as a teacher in Bristol), two children, Deborah
and Mark, and a grandson, Jacob.

Alan Pugmire (Tyndale 1964) writes, ‘I can
resonate with the discovery of the Clifton
notice mentioned in the spring newsletter. I
was at Tyndale Hall from 1961 to 1964 and
we had the same rule. Once I was showing
my mother and aunt round the college and
the time passed the 9.30pm mark! We met
Matron, who didn’t complain about ladies
being in the college, but even showed them
her flat!’ Now, more than fifty years later,
Alan is thirteen years into retirement and
this year returned to worship and help out
at St.Margaret, Burnage, Manchester, where
he was rector for twenty years. He has been
systematically praying for two or three streets
in the parish each week for more than twentyfive years, and he writes, ‘It has been good
recently to be involved with young people
from some of those streets coming to the
Eden Bus from “The Message Trust”, which
comes to our car park each Thursday night.’

1970s
Simon Holloway (Trinity 1979) and his wife
Pauline returned to the Diocese of Exeter
after three years in Ayia Napa, southeast
Cyprus, in the Diocese of Cyprus and the
Gulf. He is now team leader for the Five Alive
Mission Community in East Devon. Simon
and Pauline’s daughter Esther was married
last summer to Rev Alistair Gibbs, curate at St
Ebbe’s Church, Oxford. Their daughter Emma
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Suburban Church, continued from page 20
is teaching art at an international school in
Guadalajara, Mexico. Simon writes, ‘We value
the links with Trinity and attended the New
Wine Leaders Conference in Bristol in March
which was most inspiring and refreshing.’

a pint in the pub, to playing a part in rescuing
the village shop, to parachuting teddy bears
off one of the church towers, to being a school
governor or taking infant assemblies with Batty
the Rat, there are huge opportunities to simply
be—in and among people as their friend. Now
after nearly six years in active ministry, I feel
the call back to further study and am currently
exploring an MPhil.

Sue (Tydeman) Pierson (Trinity 1979) is still a
deaconess, by choice, and still working unpaid,
and now with permission to officiate at St
Matthew’s Fulham, where she has been since
leaving Trinity. She writes, ‘I am now on my third
vicar who is much younger than me but who
values my input. I also do a monthly afternoon
stint as duty chaplain at St Paul’s Cathedral. I
have a daughter, a granddaughter, a son, and a
son-in-law who has just been accepted to train
as a Baptist minister in Bristol!’

2010s
Jema and Jonno Ball
(Trinity 2012)’s curacy
in the Diocese of
Leicester came to an
end, and Jema was
appointed associate
vicar for the churches
in Oundle, Benefield,
and Glapthorn in the
Diocese of Peterborough. The family moved
during the summer, and Jemma was licensed
in September. She continues in her dual
vocation to priesthood and motherhood, and
has had a baby during her curacy (Malachi,
who is nearly two). Their daughter Keziah,
who was born while the couple was at Trinity,
is now five. Jonno continues to be a huge
support to their family as a stay-at-home
dad, as well as taking an active role in church
ministry. Jema writes, ‘Thanks to you and the
team for a great newsletter—it all looks really
exciting and makes us feel a bit sad that
we’re no longer Trinity students!’

2000s
Sam Rushton
(Trinity 2005) was
welcomed last
May as the new
Archdeacon of
Cleveland at St Peter and St Paul, Pickering.
She was previously Diocesan Adviser for
Licensed Ministry, Warden of Readers, Area
Dean of Chippenham and Associate Minister
of the North Chippenham Group of Churches
in the Diocese of Bristol.
Kenneth Cross (Trinity
2009) writes, ‘In 2012 I
was installed as rector
of three small parishes
(five churches) in Old
Cleeve, Leighland and
Treborough. What I had
learned both at Trinity
and in curacy (and of course over many years
before) was of immense value as incumbent,
but there was a lot that was new—not least a
multi-parish benefice and all that this implies.
From treading the boards in village panto, to

James Gandon (Trinity
2014) was married on 12
September! He met his
wife Zara whilst speeddating at New Wine two
summers ago. She is a
doctor training part-time
to become a GP whilst
working as the children’s and youth pastor at
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Birmingham Vineyard. James is completing a
curacy with former council member Rev Ian
Silk at St George’s Church in Lincoln.

Former Faculty and Staff
Those of us who have longer memories of
Trinity will have known Monty Barker, who
died peacefully after a short illness on 1
July. He was 81. Monty was a close friend
of the college as a member of Council and
chair of the appointments committee. A
consultant psychiatrist, he also served as
a guest lecturer here in issues relating to
mental health. For many years he chaired a
grant-making trust that has given a great deal
of support to the college over the years. We
send our love to his wife, Rosemary.
Dr Peter Williams taught church history
at Trinity for twentyone years. In 2006
he became vicar of
St Martin de Gouray,
Jersey—a ‘house for
duty’ position. He
returned to the mainland
in late 2012 and now
lives in Buckingham,
where he is an honorary assistant priest at
St Peter’s and St Paul’s. He helps the Oxford
Diocese in its IME (Initial Ministerial Training)
and the national church as a bishops’
inspector and as part of the Bishops’ Advisory
Panel. He is married to Mary. They have three
children and twelve grandchildren.

Keep in touch!
We’d love to share news from your life
and ministry with fellow Trinity alumni.
Send your news and photos to
m.stratis@trinitycollegebristol.ac.uk.

to develop a proper rhythm of prayer, rest,
etc., then what better place to start than
with ourselves. Of course, in one sense the
vicar doesn’t count. Parishioners still see
the vicar as a bit of an exception and not
someone whose life is really that relevant to
the 24/7 world in which everyone lives—at
least that is how Baptists perceive things!
But even so, I still think it is worth trying. Put
it like this: a vicar who is simply trying to be
as busy as everybody else is betraying his/
her calling to set some kind of example to
the flock of what it is to live a life in God. A
busy pastor, pandering to the freneticism
of the flock has too many echoes for me of
Aaron succumbing to the people to build a
golden calf rather than having the courage,
like Moses, to stay on the mountain until we
have a word from God. Here’s a thought, in
closing: maybe the main task of the spiritual
leader of the community is to keep stripping
back the programme, pruning things back to
what we are called to do, not what we feel
we ought to do, and making sure, above all,
that we do the ‘one thing needful,’ which is to
sit at Jesus’ feet.

Ian Stackhouse
has been in pastoral
leadership for
twenty-two years. He
is currently the senior
minister of Millmead,
Guildford Baptist
Church. He has
authored a number of books in the area of
church, ministry, and spirituality, including
Primitive Piety: A Journey from Suburban
Mediocrity to Passionate Christianity and
The Day is Yours: Slow Spirituality in a
Fast-Moving World.
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Upcoming Events

Open Day
20 February 2016

Do you know someone who is considering
further theological study?
Whether they are pursuing
ordination or want to study
independently to enrich their own
lives and ministries, we’d love to
welcome them for a visit!

Register by email or phone:

admissions@trinity-bris.ac.uk
or 0117 968 0254.

For more information, visit www.trinitycollegebristol.ac.uk/kingdom-living/events

