
Blah… Manchester Talk 20/10/05 5:47 PM 

Intro: If you’ve seen the blog, you’ll be aware of my doubts about preaching… So feel free to interrupt etc. 
 
Blog is there to support the book… Thesis of book is simple: things have got to change. 
If you’re happy with how things are… may as well leave! 
 
More importantly: how do things change? My contention is that in the incarnation, we see God modelling 
a mode of change that we ought to be following. 
 
Question:  

• Why is this room like it is? Why is this street like it is? Why is your church like it is? 
• Who decided? Who designed it? What was the process? 

 
I’ve no idea, but I would hazard a guess that it has been a process of micro-decisions, rather than macro. 
The spaces we inhabit – physical, mental, social – have evolved rather than been designed from a blank 
page. 
 
We are, and exist in, living systems, not machines. Cities, bodies, social groups… 
(By this I mean: a machine has simple input/output. A living system has unpredictable behaviour. It has 
history to bring to bear on behaviour) 
 
Fritjof Capra’s ‘The Hidden Connections’: cognition – our minds – are developed gradually through 
patterns of impulses, and that memories are structural. What this means is that you carry your history with 
you in your structure. Just as in a city – with its layers and debris that archaeologists can interpret, so the 
very structure of our minds, our institutions, our groups, our churches, show us something of their history. 
 
Interesting work by Konrad Lorenz – animal behavouralist – evolutionary blind alleys. Certain species just 
went mad on certain evolutionary fronts, because they had nothing to rein them in. 
 
What Lorenz and Capra agree on is that in order for these blind alleys to be avoided… in order for growth 
and maturity and intelligence to evolve, systems need to be ‘disturbed’ – their equilibrium rocked. 
 
If they are left to their own devices, they either die, or mutate down blind alleys and become little more 
than freak shows. Like peacocks: beautiful feathers, but useless and vulnerable birds. 
 
“We are dealing with the crucial difference between a living system and a machine. A machine can be 
controlled. A living system can only be disturbed.” 



 
Connecting some of these thoughts together then: 

• We are interested in changing the church 
• We have to see it not as a machine, but a living system. (Body of Christ, not machine. 

“Wherever 2 or 3 are gathered…” Doesn’t mean God suddenly arrives – rather, Christian life 
is best fulfilled when we join a network, when we get involved. The spirit is in the flux.) 

• Machines can be ‘ripped apart’ and remade. 
• Living systems evolve – and do so by being ‘disturbed.’ (Hillis example) 
• My contention that perhaps the reason why cities like Manchester and others have renewed 

themselves and continued to evolve, is because they have continued to allow themselves to 
be disturbed. This is not a value judgement… disturbances can have positive or negative 
effects. 

• And the reason why the church has been in so much trouble, is because it has isolated itself 
from disturbance, and thus headed down an evolutionary blind alley. 

• This is the state the Temple faith had got itself into. And Christ came to change it. How? 
• By disturbing it. And thus evolving something new. No revolution, but continued evolution. 

 
And I believe that in Christ’s incarnation we see an archetype for change that we need to follow. 
 
In particular, if we are interested in impacting the evolution of our urban spaces, as I believe God is too, 
then we need to look at Christ’s relationship with the city evolved. 
 
Hence what I want to look at tonight is the nature of this relationship between two living systems: the city 
and the Church: 

• How they might inter-relate 
• How they change 
• How we might ‘disturb’ them both. 

 
These evolutionary changes that we have outlined occur in stages. Stages of faith. An archetypal path 
that seems to fit our journey as individuals / as groups / as institutions / as cities. 
 
Cities had their births as arrogant institutions, unaware of the problems they were causing. Went through 
the brash Stage 3 of the 50s and 60s with their utopian solutions, and then the introspective darkness of 
the 70s and 80s. 
 



What I’m hoping we are seeing is a more conjunctive, intelligent view of what a city is and how it works, 
and that as cities like Manchester regenerate, we will see them really begin to thrive in a sustainable way. 
 
It’s my contention that churches need to be at the forefront of this regeneration of the city space. Why? 

• Missional: We want people to be on the journey of faith with us. 
• Theological: They are places that show us the interplay between the divine and the human – 

in all its darkness and light. 
• Sociologically: Because, as we have seen, cities are complex, emergent places.  

And in the incarnation/passion/resurrection of Christ we have seen we have an archetype of 
how communities should be organised… In other words, we can lead the way. 

 
Forget modern/post-modern etc. The key is pre/post incarnation. Let’s look then at what the incarnation 
might tell us. 
 
(Ref. Alan Jamieson) Incarnation shows us Christ with dual parentage: divine and human. He is intimately 
rooted in both God and culture. Right into his DNA. 
 
Unfortunately, the church has too often – like so many children since – tried to deny one aspect of its 
roots and buried itself in the other. Just as Pharisees had done. Same throughout history: God chooses, 
and gives a gift to be shared with all. We claim it as divine blessing on us and exclude others. 
 
But the church can only be the true body of Christ if it accepts the full implications of its dual parentage. 
Right into its DNA. What does this mean? 

• What we have is gift. Stuff on gift… Has to be shared. Not pooled. Dispersion of power. 
• We are a body. Totally inter-related. Stuff on 1 Cor 14. We have to get this right! 
• This means a radical new perspective on leadership. Dispersed. Networked. Server. 

Disinterested in power. 
 
This brings us back to complexity. Because the church was designed to be a complex, emergent, 
distributed place, when it works like this it is actually modelling the sort of society that God meant for us.  
 
It’s in the city – the place where the divine and human meet – that we see this best in synergy: 

• mixed in every way, accepting, releasing, generous, creative, beautiful, exciting… 
 
In fact, the grand sweep of scripture is pretty clear: we are on a journey from a garden to a city…  

• Garden 



• Cain rejects gift of Abel 
• God curses Cain… who builds a city: raised from ground, statement against nomadic life 
• Babel: tower built to God. Prodding God’s underbelly. God destroys it. 
• Christ begins life outside the city. Bethlehem was TINY. A little village outside Jerusalem. He 

ministers in the towns and villages. But then goes to the city to challenge it: in the Temple. 
• Cleansing of the Temple is perhaps the most profound act in the gospels. And certainly the 

one that seems to have precipitated Jesus’ death. He challenged the authority of the Temple 
right to its roots: by throwing out the money changers he was throwing the gates open so that 
the dirty could come in and find cleansing… unmediated by the power structures. (To control 
the mechanisms of forgiveness amounts to huge social control) 

• He is then rejected by the masses under the sway of the authorities… cast out of the city and 
killed. As he dies he is vindicated: the Temple curtain is ripped. 

• And at Pentecost, where does Christ’s Spirit come? To the city. To the place where tongues 
from every nation were spoken. Cast out he might have been, but now he has returned to 
infect the city…  a virus that the powers that be have no control over. 

• And as John saw in Revelation, our metaphoric destiny is the Holy City: a place where the 
divine and human live in total harmony. Where there is no Temple… no need for one. 

 
In the mean time, this is the body of Christ we are called to be in the city: 

• Viral, accepting, challenging the powers that be, sacrificial, generous… but most of all in love 
with it, believing it to be good and right. 

 
This metaphor of ‘the body’ – best developed by Paul, is actually an extraordinarily potent forerunner of 
complexity theory… 
 
As we have evolved as humans we have developed exoskeletons. These frames have radically opened 
up the possibilities of what we can do as a body. Things that a jelly-fish couldn’t imagine! 
 
Similarly, the city is an exoskeleton that opens up major new possibilities for what we can do as groups of 
people. Respecting each others special giftings… mutually interdependent.  
 
And the church has the opportunity, as a complex, viral, embedded, dual-parent body to be the soul of the 
city. To be the nervous system, consciousness, conscience…. To be disturbed, and to disturb. 


